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      He was hired to hunt her down.

      Former Navy SEAL Commander Ryan Marchetti hates the fancy consulting job he’s taken after retirement from the Teams. So when the Assistant Director of the DHS offers him a contract to hunt down an assassin, he leaps at the chance, even if it means hunting down his former lover. He must focus on the mission and ignore Sutton McRaven’s sharp wit and way-too-sexy body, and bring the only woman he’s ever loved to justice.

      

      She wasn’t ready to be caught.

      CIA Agent Sutton McRaven found the life she’d always wanted in the CIA, one filled with adventure, and doing what’s best for the country she loves. But after her best friend dies, she finds herself anchorless and longing for a home. When she receives a mysterious call, Sutton investigates, only to discover another friend murdered, and all evidence marking her as the killer. She needs to stay free to clear her name and find justice, but Ryan Marchetti, a man used to tracking high profile targets has set his sights on her. Sutton must use all her knowledge to escape and evade the man who’d once captured, and then rejected, her heart.

      

      But only together would they survive.

      As Ryan closes in on Sutton, the real killer is still free, and Sutton’s the next target. The chase becomes darker and deadlier, with stakes higher than either could have predicted. Stalked by a ruthless killer, the two must learn to trust each other, or end up dying alone.

      

      For more Military Romance by TRISH LOYE sign up for my newsletter (Click Here!) or checkout my website. www.trishloye.com
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      Sutton McRaven laid a single white rose on her friend’s grave. It had been a month since she’d stood here and witnessed them lower the casket into the ground.

      I’m so sorry, Anna.

      Logically, it hadn’t been her fault Anna had died. Being a CIA agent in the Special Operations Group carried huge risks. But even so, the shock of a mission going so horribly wrong had struck Sutton to her core. And on top of that, Sutton hadn’t listened to her instinct about Anna and the mission. Something had felt off. Anna had seemed too preoccupied, and now...

      She stared at the tombstone, remembering how they’d found Anna’s body the next day. The evidence of the torture Anna had been through clear in the bruises and blood left on her.

      Guilt, grief, rage. They whirled through her like a maelstrom of shrapnel, the sharp edges slicing into her each time she thought of her friend. And the last time she’d seen her alive.

      Sutton closed her eyes. Maybe she should have stayed on leave longer.

      Footsteps swished through the grass to the left of her. She glanced over to see her sister walking up to her. Amelia looked like their mother, with her dark, good looks, while Sutton’s dirty-blonde hair and pale gray-green eyes came from the father who had taken off before she could remember him. Thankfully, Amelia’s father had been a better man.

      Sutton looked up, avoiding her sister’s concerned frown. The gray sky overhead mirrored Sutton’s mood this morning. She scanned her surroundings. The cemetery was mostly empty except for an elderly woman a few rows over, and a man in dark clothes just on the edge of her peripheral vision.

      Her sister coughed to draw her attention. “So how long will you be here this time?”

      The resignation in her sister’s voice pulled at her. Sutton was the older sister. She’d always looked out for Amelia. She should be looking out for her now. “I’m sticking around for a while.”

      “Are you? Because your niece misses you.”

      Sutton almost smiled. “How is Sophie?”

      Amelia did smile, and with it her wary mask lifted, revealing the beautiful mother underneath. “She’s decided she wants to be a race car driver.”

      “I thought she wanted to be a rock star?”

      Amelia shrugged and gave the only explanation she could. “She’s six.” Amelia stared at the headstone with her. “You were out of touch for a month,” she said. “Where’d you go? I was worried.”

      Sutton sighed. It had been foolish to leave. “I went to Costa Rica.” She waved toward the grave. “Anna once told me I had to go, that it was a photographer’s dream.” Anna had always encouraged Sutton’s hobby. “It seemed like a good place to get away. I...I needed time to get my head straight.”

      Amelia raised an eyebrow. “No wonder I couldn’t track you down. And did it work? Is your head straight?”

      Sutton sighed and then gave a self-deprecating laugh. “Let’s just say it’s a work in progress.”

      The wind sent a chill through Sutton and blew a strand of her blonde hair into her face. She tucked it behind her ear. She watched the old lady lay a hand on the tombstone in front of her. The man had disappeared from view. Sutton shifted slightly to keep track of him as he moved slowly through the graves with his head down.

      “I truly am sorry about your friend,” Amelia whispered.

      “So am I, Mel.” She could hear the sorrow weighing down her voice, like body armor in a river crossing; it dragged at her, threatening to take her under.

      “Are you really sticking around?” Amelia asked.

      “I am. My team is on an indefinite hiatus until Anna’s death has been fully investigated.”

      “Investigated?” Amelia’s voice held a wary note. She worked as a DC police detective and was never really off the job.

      “You know I can’t tell you anything,” Sutton said. “But they have to make sure that she wasn’t killed because of a mistake on our side.”

      Amelia nodded. “I understand. Why don’t you come for dinner on Sunday. Five o’clock. Don’t be late.” Her sister gave her a quick hug. “And don’t vanish off the face of the earth again, or I’ll kick your ass.” She headed back to her car.

      Sutton smiled. Her sister hadn’t quite forgiven her for disappearing yet, but she would.

      The elderly woman had left a carnation on the grave and was winding her way back to the road. The man in the dark coat had stopped just behind a tree. The spot between her shoulder blades itched.

      She obeyed the itch and started to walk.

      She strolled back toward the road, aiming closer to where the man stood hidden by the tree. She kept her gaze forward though she strained her peripheral vision, looking for movement. Nothing. Just the wind through the trees, the sea of headstones, and her.

      Her muscles tightened and she forced them to relax.

      Steady. Just keep walking. Her hand drifted to her shoulder holster under her leather jacket.

      It was more of a feeling than a sound that made her whirl. The man’s hand reached for her, and then her gun pointed right at his forehead. Brown hair, balding. A mustache that needed trimming. She took in the details automatically even as another part of her assessed him for danger and decided he was lacking.

      “What the fuck do you want?” she asked, her voice cold, sharp, lethal.

      He slowly raised his hands as if he were held at gunpoint every day and it didn’t bother him. “Sutton McRaven?”

      His smirk made her want to pull the trigger. “Who’s asking?”

      He slowly, with two fingers, pulled his overcoat aside. “My ID is in my pants pocket. I’m going to slowly—”

      “Yes. Yes.” She could see by his tight pants and protruding belly that no gun hid there. “Just get it out.”

      He huffed and grabbed a slim black wallet, which he flipped open. “Agent Costa from the Cyber Intelligence Unit.”

      She almost rolled her eyes but decided it wasn’t worth the effort. “Why the fuck is a CIA agent stalking me?”

      He shoved his wallet away. “You mind getting that thing out of my face?”

      She wanted to push it right up against his nose. Why did this guy set her off so bad? She’d been jumpy since Anna—

      She lowered her weapon but didn’t put it away. “Explain.”

      “I wasn’t stalking you.” The patience in his tone held a passive-aggressive edge. “Edworthy’s looking for you. If anyone sees you, then we’re supposed to let you know.”

      She narrowed her eyes. Something didn’t feel right. “And you just happened to be here in the cemetery?”

      “Paranoid much?” He sighed when she didn’t say anything. “I was visiting my mother’s grave. It’s her birthday.”

      Shame washed over her. She slid her weapon away. Maybe she needed a longer break. Maybe it was too early to come back. Could she trust herself yet?

      Costa gave a small headshake like a disappointed parent. “Call your boss.” He strode off.

      Fuck. That had gone well. She ran a hand through her hair. Maybe it wasn’t so bad she’d pulled a weapon on a fellow agent. She hardly ever worked directly with cyber intelligence anyway. Tony always handled that stuff. Thank God.

      She dug her cell out of her pocket. A quick glance confirmed Costa walking toward his sedan, his cell at his ear, probably complaining to someone about her. Damn.

      She dialed a number from memory.

      “McRaven, this had better be you.” Edworthy’s voice was a snarl caught in a bull dog’s growl. The man’s bite was worse, but he’d been her boss and mentor for years. There weren’t many people she respected, but he was one of them.

      “Hey, Frank. Good to hear from you too.”

      The man said a stream of curse words that made even her wince. “Would it kill you to check in like you’re supposed to?”

      “I’m checking in now.” She made it to her car just as the first droplets started to fall from the gray sky. Anna had loved the rain. Sutton glanced back once to the headstone she’d come to visit. A hollowness ate through her chest.

      “Are you listening to me?” Edworthy demanded.

      “Of course,” Sutton lied. “Just tell me again what you said.”

      “Get your ass into work,” he said. “We’ve got a traitor to find.”

      She stiffened. “Traitor?”

      “There’s a leak. You need to get your ass in here first thing tomorrow. Your leave is cancelled.”

      “Copy that. I’ll be there.”
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      “How many people have you killed?”

      The question, asked by a man with jowls and an overly expensive suit, threw Ryan Marchetti off his introductory speech about leadership. As a retired Navy SEAL commander, Ryan rarely got thrown off his game. But he’d barely introduced himself when this moron had interrupted.

      “I was speaking about leadership,” Ryan said patiently, though he wanted to squeeze the man’s neck until his eyes bulged. “You may ask questions later, but not that one.”

      “Why not that one?” the man interrupted again. A touch of arrogance coated the man’s tone like a sheen of oil coating a blade. If it wasn’t for that arrogance, Ryan might have had the patience to explain how that question affected soldiers, how it brought up memories they’d rather keep buried, how it shut them down unless they felt they were in a safe place.

      But this guy just pissed Ryan off.

      “Because it’s rude.” He turned to the rest of the people the high-end management consulting firm had deemed worthy of being taught leadership skills. Half of the twenty or so people looked eager to hear from him; the other half were on their phones or tablets. He spoke to the eager ones; perhaps he could get through to them.

      “Everyone’s heard the phrase, ‘Natural Born Leader,’ right?” he continued his speech. He got a few nods. Good enough. “Well, it’s a bullshit phrase. Everyone learns to be a leader. Some learn when they’re a kid, but others can and do learn when they’re adults. Leadership is a skill. And like any other skill, it can be taught.” Though some people picked it up better than others. But he decided not to say that. It all depended on how much the person learning put into it.

      Two of the tablet crew set down their devices to listen. He was getting through.

      “That’s the military way, isn’t it?” the asshole with the jowls said. “I can’t ask a question because you don’t want me to? That’s what’s bullshit. You guys just give orders and your men have to follow them.” He leaned back in his chair. “But it doesn’t work like that in the real world.”

      The real world. Ryan stared at the asshole. This man in his fancy suit and expensive shoes wouldn’t know the real world if it kicked him in the face, which was what Ryan wanted to do.

      He could see some of the man’s coworkers grimace and one even edged away from the asshole, but Ryan knew that if he didn’t handle this man right here and now, he’d lose the whole room.

      He was forty-seven and too old to deal with this petty, school-yard shit.

      When he’d retired two years ago Ryan had stupidly thought he’d live quietly in his beach house like Yoda or something. Within a month, he’d gone stir-crazy and started searching for something to do. He’d tried to be a manager at a large company but he’d found that incredibly boring. He’d even thought about re-enlisting when a friend from the navy had approached him about joining his leadership consulting firm. He’d signed on and wasn’t bored...but he wasn’t happy either.

      There was always an asshole who had to try to take him down. Why couldn’t these guys just sit and listen? Why did they feel the need to prove themselves the top dog?

      Ryan sighed. “What is it you really want? Do you want me to lose my cool and shout that you’re the one who’s never seen the real world? That until you’ve faced death you don’t have the right to ask that question?” He shrugged. “Everyone lives their life differently. I try not to judge. Because I look at you and I see a small, petty man who doesn’t take care of himself, who puts others down to make himself feel better, someone without discipline, and who puts the priority of making money over the rest of his small, petty life.” He crossed his arms. If he flexed just a bit, could anyone blame him? “Am I wrong?”

      The asshole’s face went red and he shoved his chair back to stand. “I don’t have to take this.” He marched out of the conference room.

      Ryan studied the rest of the people in the room. No one spoke. But more importantly, no one moved to follow the man.

      “Everyone in this room is at the top of their game in their profession,” he said. “But you’re here because you can be more. I can teach you that if you want to learn.”

      He liked teaching, he decided, by the end of the day. Even if there were assholes in the class. Most of the people in the one-day course wanted to hear what he had to say. But teaching didn’t fulfill him. Not like being a SEAL had.

      He gathered his materials as the students left the conference room, some of them nodding at him; a few even came up and spoke to him, thanking him. Could he be happy with doing just this for the rest of his life?

      The thought discouraged him more than it should. His life had fallen into a rut without him even realizing it. He taught. He went home. He worked on the next project given to him. There was no joy, no rush, no feeling at all.

      How fucking depressing.

      He’d made it to the elevators before she made her move. She, being the petite, curvy, and too-young-for-him brunette who’d been watching him too intently all day. He knew her kind.

      “Excuse me, sir. Do you have a moment?” Her voice was low and beckoned him to think dirty thoughts.

      Was she a tag chaser or a frog hog? The first being a woman who liked any man in a uniform, or did she like SEALs in particular?

      “What can I do for you, ma’am?” He kept his tone professional.

      She licked her lips. “Well, I had a few more questions and I wondered if we could get a drink somewhere and discuss them?”

      At one point in his life, he would have jumped all over that offer. She was beautiful, sexy, and obviously smart if she worked at this firm. But something about her left him cold.

      Perhaps because she wasn’t blonde, with a smart ass attitude, and steely green eyes? And her name wasn’t Sutton.

      Where had that come from? He hadn’t thought of his ex in months—okay, maybe weeks—but lately she’d been popping up regularly in his mind. Annoying as she’d always been.

      “Sir?” The young woman even frowned prettily, her mouth in a full-lipped pout.

      Still, no desire stirred. And what the hell did this woman see in him? He was still in fighting shape, but his dark hair had gray peppering the sides and his dark eyes had lines radiating out from them. He looked good for forty-seven, but he wasn’t twenty-five anymore. His knees reminded him of that every morning before his run.

      She cocked her head and her slight frown deepened.

      Shit. Now he seemed like some absent-minded professor.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “Feel free to email our agency and someone will get back to you.”

      “Oh,” she said. “But, I’ve never had a chance to talk to a real Navy SEAL before and...”

      And that was the attraction factor. Not him, but the fact that he was a SEAL. Even if he had been interested before, knowing that left him cold. The elevator doors opened and he stepped inside. “Good luck, ma’am.”

      The doors slid shut on her surprised face.

      He drove to his hotel room on auto-pilot. He had two more seminars in Washington before he could head back home to just outside San Diego.

      He’d just entered his hotel room when his cell rang. He frowned at the unavailable number. “Marchetti,” he answered.

      “Commander Marchetti,” the man’s voice said. “I’m glad I caught you. This is Silas Branson.”

      Ryan frowned. Branson had been a Navy SEAL until he’d hurt his back awhile back. Why was the man calling him? “Lieutenant Commander Branson,” he said. “It’s been a long time. What can I do for you?”

      “I was hoping we could meet. I have something I’d like to discuss with you.”

      Ryan racked his brain, trying to remember what he knew of the man. “Aren’t you working for the DHS now?”

      “Yes. I’ve been with them for a while now,” Silas said.

      Ryan wondered how the guy liked riding a desk, considering even this part-time consulting gig made Ryan itch to face a tango or two, just to remember what it was like to feel alive. Would it be worse to know about the action and to not be allowed to be a part of it? “How do you like it?”

      “Why don’t we have a drink tomorrow when you’re done teaching, and I’ll tell you all about it.”

      An odd sense of expectancy crept into Ryan, fueled by the fact that he hadn’t told Silas he was a consultant. “Why? You need help pushing all those papers?”

      “Something like that. I’ve got an offer I hope you can’t refuse.”
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      The next morning, Sutton ate her usual fried egg on toast for breakfast and drank a cappuccino from her too-expensive-but-worth-every-dollar espresso machine. She sighed. It was good to be home and sleep in her own bed.

      Costa Rica had been a spur-of-the-moment decision. Anna had raved about it after going there on vacation once. So Sutton had spent these past weeks lying on the beach, surfing, and hiking through nature reserves.

      She picked up her camera and flicked through some of the shots. She’d taken hundreds of pictures of sunsets, the ocean, the jungle, the wildlife, the locals. It had been soothing to indulge in the hobby she hardly ever got time to focus on.

      Her pictures covered the walls of her apartment. Most taken of places that she wasn’t allowed to say why she’d been there. None of the pictures had anything to do with her missions, but each had meaning to her.

      The child carrying a basket on her head had been taken when she’d been in Somalia. The closeup of the old woman in the hijab had been in Iran. The brilliant mountain sunset had been Afghanistan. She had others and each reminded her of her life.

      But the largest one was in her bedroom. Another sunset. This one on a beach, taken ten years ago. More and more often of late, each time she looked at it, some part of her yearned for that beach, for that man.

      And as always, she tucked that yearning away. She’d chosen the life she had, a life of service. Besides, the man from the beach had moved on.

      She’d met the woman he’d moved on with. In hindsight, it hadn’t been her smartest idea to show up at his beach house without warning, six months after their breakup. She snorted at the stupidity of her younger self. The dark-haired woman who’d answered the door had been wearing a skimpy bikini. And had the body to pull it off. Sutton had gotten out of there before he could come to the door and she could embarrass herself further.

      The years since had made the memory almost funny. Almost.

      She glanced at the clock and then gave the dishes a quick wash. When she checked her phone, she realized someone had called during the early hours of morning when she’d been asleep.

      She frowned. It was from a strange number, but when she played the voicemail, she recognized the caller—Mark Rollins, her friend and an analyst on her team.

      

      “Hey Sutts, call me when you get this. I’m at my grandfather’s grave. It’s peaceful here. If...If you ever need to find...answers, you should come here... I...I think I’m in trouble. I don’t know who to trust. Call me.”

      

      Sutton frowned and pressed Call Back. It told her the number was no longer in service. Something in his voice made her heart thump harder. She dialed Mark’s cell next. It went to voicemail. She tried once more with no luck. She ran a hand through her hair and then called another friend.

      “Hey, Tony,” she said when he picked up. “Have you heard from Mark?”

      Tony Wallis also worked in her section. Was it sad that most of her friends were also her coworkers? But Tony was different. He was the 2IC of the team. As the second-in-command, he followed Edworthy’s orders from the op center, but he was in charge of the team on the ground. He’d been dating Anna for just over a year before the...incident. They’d kept their relationship professional, but Sutton knew them both too well. Anna’s death had hit Tony hard as well.

      “Sutton? I heard you were back in town. Why haven’t you called?” A chair creaked and she imagined him leaning back from his desk. “Are you coming in today? Shit is hitting the fan here and it’s fucking everywhere.”

      “Yes, I’m back,” she said, ignoring the shit-fan-everywhere comment. Shit was always hitting the fan in their job. “Listen, I got a really weird message from Mark. Have you heard from him?”

      “No.” His voice lost its easy-going quality. “What was the message?”

      “He thought he was in trouble. Did he come into work today?”

      “No. I haven’t seen him. Want me to check with Edworthy?”

      “Sure. I’m going to drop by Mark’s place, see if I can track him down. Can you tell Edworthy?”

      “Sure. Want backup?”

      “No, I should be okay. He’s probably just off sick.”

      “But that’s not what your gut is telling you.”

      “No, it’s not.”

      “Trust those instincts,” he said. “Keep me informed.”

      “Wilco.”

      “And Sutton? Make sure you get your ass into work after that.”

      “Is this about the leak?” She tapped her fingers on the counter. A traitor was bad.

      “Yeah. They’re forming some kind of special team to investigate it. Edworthy and I are on it.”

      She wanted some of that action. “I want in. Who’s leading it?”

      “Some fancy SEAL commander. Probably all brawn and no brains.”

      She knew better than most that SEALs were some of the smartest men out there. They had to be in order to pass all of their training, but she didn’t argue with Tony.

      “I gotta run, Tony.”

      “Let me know about Mark.”

      She didn’t reply, just hung up, strapped on her shoulder holster and weapon, grabbed a dark, zip-up hoodie for warmth, and strode out of her apartment. A weird urgency had taken hold of her, pushing her to find Mark. One of her feelings.

      Dread curled in her stomach at that thought and she moved faster.
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      Ryan organized his notes while he stood at the front of the boardroom. He had five minutes before he was supposed to start yet another leadership lecture, to yet another group of management personnel, at yet another business.

      He stifled a yawn. At least he was meeting Silas at five today. He could only hope that Silas wasn’t yanking his chain and maybe there was something—hell, anything—more interesting to do than this. The teaching wasn’t bad, but he needed more. He wasn’t done contributing yet. He hated feeling washed up at freaking forty-seven.

      Please let it not be a fucking paper-pushing job.

      At two minutes to nine, his phone buzzed. He recognized the number as the one Silas had called from yesterday. A slide of his finger and he answered.

      “Marchetti.”

      “Commander. Is there any chance you can make it down here by noon?”

      He hated saying it. “I’m teaching today.”

      “Something...of national importance has come up. We could really use your skill set.”

      Ryan looked at the twelve men and women he had to teach today. They either held coffees and seemed barely awake, or they stared at their phones. Future business leaders. None of them would complain if he condensed the class into just the morning.

      “I’ll be there,” he said.
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      It had taken Sutton thirty minutes in rush-hour traffic to get to the other side of the city where Mark lived alone in a condo near the water. No one answered when she buzzed his apartment. Beyond the locked glass door, on the far side of the lobby, a younger man in his early thirties, wearing gym gear, stepped off the elevator. Sutton dug in her hoodie’s pockets as if searching for keys, being careful to hide her holster. The man barely glanced at her when he pushed open the door and walked past.

      She didn’t know whether to grimace or smile that she didn’t look like a threat. She was hitting forty-two this year. And although she kept herself in good shape—a necessity for the job—she knew she wasn’t someone who would attract a lot of male attention. She didn’t have big boobs or major curves. She had always been pretty average except for her blonde hair. Though, when she bothered with mascara, she had had compliments on her gray-green eyes. But she’d never been drop dead gorgeous, and for that she tried to be thankful, because it meant she could slip unseen into places, and every man who did notice her usually underestimated her.

      Well, every man except one. But she was trying not to think about him anymore.

      She stepped in behind the man before the door shut. He didn’t look back or notice. She punched number six in the elevator. At Mark’s door, she took out her lock pick set and started to insert the first pick when she realized the door was already unlocked.

      The hair on her scalp prickled. She quickly shoved her picks away and pulled her Glock out. She pushed open the door soundlessly and entered, closing it behind her.

      The front hall of the condo opened into the main living area, with the kitchen to her right and a wall of windows straight ahead. Bright morning light shone throughout the unit. She could see the Potomac River in the distance. The design scheme was an eloquent gray, navy, and steel, which suited her tech-savvy friend.

      She moved into the living area and to the left. Everything was silent and still. When she passed the leather couch, she found Mark. He lay on his side, tied to a dining room chair that had been tipped over, his face turned away. Sutton rushed to kneel at his side. “Mark!”

      She set her weapon down, wanting it close, and pressed her fingers against his neck, automatically searching for a pulse, even though she knew it was useless. His skin wasn’t cool, but it wasn’t warm either. His eyes stared sightlessly beyond her. Bruises decorated his throat as well as his face. Blood had dried on his face and seeped from cuts on his chest, making his white T-shirt tie-dyed with red. His body hadn’t set into rigor mortis yet so he’d only been dead a couple of hours.

      A couple of hours.

      Someone had killed him. Someone had killed her friend. They’d made it through years of missions together and someone had killed Mark at home? She bit her lip, swallowing a scream, and forced herself to gather her thoughts and process the scene.

      His hands tied behind the back of the chair.

      His palms cut. Defensive wounds. He’d fought back. She swallowed hard.

      Bruises decorated his face, body, even his hands. Someone had beaten him, brutally. But why?

      “What the fuck did you get yourself into?” she asked, her voice low and hoarse. She reached into her pocket for her phone to call 911.

      A shift in the air behind her whispered of movement. Her attention laser-focused, sharp and lethal. Instinct made her grab the gun from the floor and roll toward the window. Something slammed into the ground behind her. She jumped to her feet, bringing the gun up.

      A blur of black cracked across her wrist and pain spasmed through her arm. She dropped her weapon. Shit. She leapt back to give herself more room.

      Her assailant wore dark clothes and had a balaclava over his face. He held a short black stick, like an old-fashioned cop’s baton, in one hand and drew a hunting knife with a serrated edge from a waist sheath with the other.

      Great. A multitasker.

      He swung the stick at her again and she leaned back, dodging the fast strike, but kept an eye on the knife. He swung again and again, making her stay on the defensive. It took her a moment to get his rhythm and then on the next swing, she stepped in, caught his arm and pulled, using his momentum. His knife arm struck next. She caught it with her other hand. She faked a knee to the groin and he shifted his weight to counter. With him off-balance, she pulled his arms hard, bringing him closer, and slammed her forehead into his nose. It hurt her head, but it would hurt him worse. He grunted and his muscles went slack for a split second. She let go of the baton hand and slammed the heel of her palm into his throat.

      He swung the baton at her and she managed to shift enough so it hit her shoulder rather than her head. Pain radiated down her arm and it went numb for a moment. Shit, he was strong. She couldn’t let him hit her head. She shoved at him, trying to get space to maneuver.

      He yanked his knife arm from her grip and slashed at her. Pain seared her forearm in a line of molten metal. She cried out and stumbled back. He swung the baton again. She lifted her other arm to block and he shifted the angle of his blow to come under her arm and strike her ribs. She hunched away from the blow, but it still forced the air from her lungs. Nausea and pain swept through her.

      She tried to get away, to move back, to think and ended up falling over an end table. He’d have her if he caught her on the floor.

      Get up. Get up. Get away.

      She rolled and scrambled, grabbing the back of the couch, trying to stand. He jumped for her and landed on her legs, his weight pulling her back to the ground. She held onto the couch and wiggled one leg free. She kicked hard at that black mask. Once. Her boot heel glanced off the top of his head. She waited a beat until he looked up and she slammed her heel into his face.

      He released her. She scrambled to where her gun lay.

      His harsh breaths sounded right behind her. Her fingers fumbled. He aimed a kick at her head. Her fingers touched cold metal and relief poured through her. She fell flat, avoiding the kick, and pulled her weapon up, aiming at his chest. An easy shot.

      But she didn’t pull the trigger. This wasn’t a mission or a foreign country.

      “Don’t move or I’ll shoot.”

      He swung his leg into a kick and she fired. The gun barked loudly in the confined space of the condo. He fell back against the wall, the round taking him square in the chest.

      With a hand to his chest, he staggered to the front door and hobbled out. She scrambled to her feet and ran after him. He wouldn’t get far, but he was still dangerous and she didn’t want him to hurt anyone in his attempted escape. She ran after him, only then noticing the blood dripping down her arm and the ache that radiated through her ribs with each panting breath she took. But even with her injuries she wasn’t going to let this asshole get away. He’d killed Mark.

      She would get justice.

      In the hallway, the far door to the stairs swung shut. She raced to it. How’d he get there so fast with a chest wound? She punched the door open, her gun raised in case her attacker waited on the other side. She’d expected him to be lying on the stairs. Instead, she had to lean over the railing to see him leaping down the steps.

      Shit. He must be wearing a vest. The point-blank range shot would have had to hurt like hell, but he wasn’t bleeding out and obviously he could breathe. Damn it.

      She tried to keep up with him and managed not to let him get any farther ahead as they pelted down six flights of stairs. He disappeared through the door to the lobby and she raced after him, slamming through the door and out past an elderly couple who gasped at her bruised and torn appearance. She tried to keep her gun down and out of sight as she ran onto the sidewalk and looked for her assailant.

      She spotted someone moving fast a block away. She took off, knowing she wasn’t as fast as she used to be, but she ran four times a week and worked out just as hard. She might not be able to out-sprint this guy, but if she could keep him in sight she might be able to outlast him.

      If her aching ribs let her.

      She pushed away the pain. This was for Mark. She would find this guy and bring him in.

      She ignored the gasps and looks she got as she raced down the sidewalk carrying her weapon. The attacker turned sharply into an alley. She slid into it, bouncing off a brick building, and put on speed again. She leapt over a fallen trash can and stumbled on the other side. Her strength was ebbing.

      No. She had to catch this guy.

      The end of the alley opened onto another street. He was already across. She looked both ways as she ran, dodged one car, cursed another and leapt for the sidewalk. Something struck her hard from the side and she fell, hitting the pavement, scraping skin and bruising everything that hadn’t already been bruised. She took a second to take one breath and pushed herself to her feet, looking around. What had happened? Where was Mark’s killer?

      A skinny man in a bike helmet put his bike on the sidewalk before approaching her. “Are you okay? I’m sorry, but you came out of nowhere.”

      She leaned around him. She couldn’t see the man in black anywhere. “Fuck.” She’d lost him.

      The bike-man stepped back and raised his hands. “Look, I’m sorry. I really didn’t mean to hit you.”

      She glared at him, curses sitting on her tongue waiting to be fired, until she realized he stared at the Glock gripped in her hand.

      “It’s okay,” she said in as calm a voice as she could muster. She tucked her gun away in the holster under her hoodie. “I’m one of the good guys.”

      The man just nodded and kept backing away.

      She must look crazy. People were stopping on the sidewalk and watched their interactions. One lady was on the phone, talking urgently and staring straight at Sutton.

      It was time for her to leave. She was covered in scrapes and bruises; blood dripped down her arm and off her hand. She probably looked as if she’d just been on a homicidal killing spree.

      She crossed the busy road again, headed back to the alley. She zipped up her hoodie all the way, thankful the dark color didn’t show bloodstains like her white T-shirt did. She redid her ponytail, though she groaned with the effort of putting her arms over her head. She’d worry about her bleeding arm later; for now, she just put pressure on it through the sleeve.

      She wanted to get back to Mark’s place and report his murder. She wanted the asshole who’d done it caught. And truth be told, she wanted to search Mark’s apartment before the cops showed up and pushed her out of the crime scene.

      Mark.

      She couldn’t believe he was dead. She walked back through the alley, holding her ribs, the pain hitting her hard now that her adrenaline faded. She pulled out her cell and dialed Tony. He answered on the second ring.

      “What’s up? Did you find that asshole? Is he faking being sick again?”

      Her voice caught on the words. He’s dead. She couldn’t speak.

      “Sutton?” Tony’s voice sounded rough with concern. “You okay?”

      She forced the words out. “He’s dead, Tony. He’s dead.”

      “What?” She heard scrambling through the phone. Papers or something moving. “Are you sure?”

      “Someone...someone strangled him. He was dead when I got there.”

      “Fuck, no.” His breathing was harsh in her ear. “What do the cops say?”

      “I haven’t called them yet. The killer was still there.” She shook her head, knowing he couldn’t see her, but she couldn’t stop herself. “I tried to stop him, Tony. I tried.”

      “Are you okay? Where are you?”

      “I’m headed back to his condo. I’ll call the cops when I get there.”

      “Do that. In fact, call them right the fuck now. They need to be looking for that asshole.”

      “You’re right.” She should have called them first, but the situation had screwed up her thinking.

      “Damn straight, I’m right. And get yourself seen. I can fucking hear the pain in your voice.”

      “Wilco.”

      “And Sutton?” His voice was calmer. “Call me back ASAP. And for fuck’s sake, be careful.”

      She hung up and pulled up the keypad to dial 911. Flashing lights ahead of her drew her attention. Two police cars had pulled up in front of Mark’s building. In the distance, more sirens wailed. Apparently someone had already called the police.

      One officer spoke with the elderly couple who she’d run past on the way out. She moved in their direction when another officer blocked her path.

      “I’m sorry, ma’am. This area is a crime scene. You’ll have to stay back.”

      She opened her mouth to speak when she heard the elderly couple’s words.

      “It was a blonde woman. She had a gun and ran off. She looked dangerous.”

      Sutton stepped back in surprise and the cop in front of her moved on. Blonde hair and a gun? Had they only seen her? What about the guy in the balaclava? She stayed where she was, her side and arm throbbing as she listened.

      “Describe her to me, please,” the officer said.

      “Just above average height. Long blonde hair. Dark clothing.” The woman shook her head. “I’m sorry, Officer. It happened so fast. I focused on the gun and getting out of her way.”

      Oh no. No. No. No.

      They couldn’t think she was the killer. She took another step back without realizing it, before she stopped herself. No. She had to put a stop to this. They couldn’t think she’d had anything to do with Mark’s death. He’d been one of her friends. She’d go over to them and tell them Mark had been dead when she’d arrived. And that she’d been chasing the killer out of the building, which was why she’d been running.

      She stopped before she’d even taken one step.

      She was covered in scrapes, bruises, and blood. Her blood and fingerprints were all over the condo. And she had a weapon on her that had been fired recently. Even if she was innocent, no cop would just let her walk away from this scene. No matter whether she was a CIA agent or not. They’d want to take her down to the station for questioning. It would be hours before she would be released.

      She mentally shook her head at the thought. That wouldn’t work. She needed to be free to help her team to find Mark’s killer. No way was she leaving this to the police.

      She took a step back.

      And another.

      I’ll find out who did this, Mark. I promise.

      She pulled up her hood and walked away.
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      Sutton got in her car and drove away from Mark’s building. She shook from the adrenaline crash. Driving probably wasn’t the best idea, but she had no choice. She called Tony.

      “Sutton,” Tony said in a low voice. “You were supposed to call me back ASAP.”

      “I’m calling you now. Why are you whispering?”

      “Things are crazy here,” he said, still in a quiet voice. “What did the police say about Mark?”

      She could feel blood dripping from the cut on her arm. It needed bandaging, sooner rather than later. She decided to head to her apartment to do that because it was closer than work.

      “Sutton?”

      “I didn’t speak with the police.”

      “Why the fuck not?”

      “Some neighbor saw me running from the place with my gun in hand.”

      “So what?” Then he sighed. “Shit. You’re a suspect?”

      “Looks like it. But don’t worry. I’m sure Edworthy can clear it up. We have to get on this now.”

      Tony didn’t say anything for a minute. “Maybe you should go back and talk to the police.”

      “Are you kidding? I’d be stuck in the station for the next forty-eight hours while they processed all the information.”

      “But they—”

      “No,” she said. “No fucking way. I’m the best chance there is to find Mark’s killer.”

      “Ego much, Sutton? You don’t think the police can handle this?”

      She knew the police could handle it. But it was Mark. Her friend. She wanted to handle it. Needed to handle it. “I’m just saying that I can be way more helpful out here than sitting at some police station.”

      “Okay,” he said. “Fine. I probably would have done the same thing.”

      “Thank you,” she said, with maybe a touch too much sarcasm.

      “Crap, you’re a pain.”

      “Love you too.” She made a turn to head into her neighborhood. “I’m heading home before I come in. I need to fix myself up.”

      “How hurt are you?”

      “Nothing serious. But I’ve got a cut that needs attention. Then I’ll be in and we can get started on finding this asshole.”

      Tony hummed for a moment. “I don’t think that’s going to be our team’s priority. You might be flying solo on this.”

      “What the hell are you talking about? Mark is dead! We have to find his killer.”

      “Easy, Sutton.” Tony sighed. “Look, the interdepartmental team is forming today to find the leak.”

      She clenched the steering wheel. “This is more important.”

      “Maybe,” he said gently. “But maybe not. Some new information has come to light.”

      “What information?”

      “The Cyber Intelligence Unit found, through their computer magic, that a list of agents and assets’s names had been copied yesterday morning.”

      She frowned. “Copied? And what...smuggled out of HQ?”

      “Exactly. The agents are all undercover in Russia. Thirty of them.”

      The implications roared through her. If the Russian government found those agents and assets, they’d be tried for spying and executed. “That’s...” She didn’t want to admit it. “Fuck. That is a priority.”

      She could almost see Tony nodding. “So let the cops handle Mark.”

      “But you don’t understand, Tony. This wasn’t a random burglary gone bad. He’d been tortured. Someone wanted something from him. The asshole who did it was still there. It meant he was looking for something.”

      Tony sighed. “So what are you going to do?”

      And now it was decision time. Her sister was a detective on the police force. Sutton could give her all the information she knew and let Amelia take care of things.

      Sutton pressed her lips together. She knew how overworked all the police were. They tried their best, but they just didn’t have the resources she did.

      “I’m going to investigate,” she said finally. “Just give me twenty-four hours. I’ll come in tomorrow and help with the leak.”

      “What do you want me to tell Edworthy?”

      Ah fuck. “Nothing is going to make him happy. Tell him Mark is dead. Tell him...I’m distraught and need time. I’ll be in tomorrow.”

      “And what are you going to do now?” he asked quietly.

      “Fix myself up and then make some calls and do some research. Don’t worry. I’ve got a plan.”

      Again she heard his chair creak as if he leaned back. “You know it’s okay to just take the day,” he said. “Mourn Mark. Rest. Let others find justice for him.”

      Her throat closed up. She concentrated on driving until the feeling subsided. “I have to do this.”

      “Understood. Stay safe and keep me informed.”

      “Roger that.”

      Sutton parked her car in the underground lot of her building. She didn’t know much, but she was going to find Mark’s killer. Fortunately, the police wouldn’t have much beyond a vague description of her. It would take them hours to process the scene for fingerprints.

      She groaned when she got out of the car. That bike had added a whole set of aches to the ones from the fight. Anger surged through her. She’d almost had the asshole. He must have been looking for something in the victim’s apartment—she had to think of Mark impersonally or she’d break down.

      She’d known Mark since she’d become an operative in the Special Operations Group. He’d almost always been an analyst on her team. He’d had her back and knew how to make her laugh, even at the shittiest times. The man was brilliant. Had been brilliant. She choked back a sob and punched the elevator button that would take her to the third floor.

      Why would anyone want to kill him? What did he have that someone would want? He was an analyst who worked on background information for their missions. Had he been working on anything that had gotten him in trouble?

      She needed his laptop.

      On the third floor, she opened her door and locked it behind her. In her bathroom, she grabbed gauze, antiseptic, and ibuprofen from her first-aid kit. She grimaced as she pulled her hoodie off; the sleeve, wet with blood, stuck to the cut. After laying out the supplies, she dialed Amelia’s cell, putting her on speaker. She started to clean the wound. At least it wasn’t deep, just a shallow slice. No stitches needed, but it would leave a scar. Good thing she didn’t care about scars.

      “McRaven,” her sister said.

      “Hey Mel,” she started. How was she going to tell her this without her sister wanting her to come down to the station? She ripped open a gauze pack with her teeth and one hand. She laid it out carefully and then slathered on antiseptic cream.

      “Sutton?” Amelia asked. “What’s up?”

      Her throat seized as if someone choked her. No words would come out.

      “Sutton? What’s wrong?”

      “He...Mark...”

      “Shit,” she said softly. “You heard already. I’m so sorry. I was going to call you.”

      “He didn’t show up to work,” Sutton said, her voice too quiet, too heavy.

      Amelia’s tone turned sharp. “Wait. Did you go to his condo this morning? Shit. Are you the woman with long blonde hair?”

      Fuck. This wasn’t going to be good. Sutton took a moment to place thick gauze pads over her cut while she thought how to answer.

      “Yes.” She tried for meek, but that had never been her style, so she didn’t think it worked by the way her sister groaned over the phone. “Mark was dead when I got there. Someone was in the apartment. We fought and I chased him out of the building.”

      “Describe him.”

      Sutton began to wrap her arm in more gauze, securing the pads in place. “Six foot. Solid build, but lean. He wore dark clothing and a balaclava. He didn’t speak.”

      Amelia cursed. “Come down to the department. Tell us everything.”

      “I will,” she promised, tying off the end of the bandage with one hand and her teeth. “But not yet. I need to get a hold of his personal laptop. Did you find it?”

      “Come down to the station and I’ll tell you.”

      “Mel, please. He was my friend.”

      Her sister cursed again. “What do you think you can do, that I can’t?”

      “I’m a CIA agent. My job is tracking terrorists. I can track Mark’s killer,” she said. “And I don’t have to follow the law to the letter like you do. Give me twenty-four hours.” Would the same deal work with her stubborn sister?

      “I could lose my job for this.”

      “Give me his laptop,” she replied. “I’ll do the rest.”

      Her sister huffed. “We didn’t find a laptop. Or a phone. Or any electronic device.”

      Shit.

      “Twenty-four hours, Sutton. You keep me informed of all your progress. And then you report in to me. If you don’t, then you’ll see how good I am at tracking.” Amelia hung up.

      Sutton dragged herself into her bedroom, suddenly so very tired. She’d boasted how she could track the killer, but without that laptop, she had nothing. She needed Mark’s phone records and access to what he’d been working on at the office.

      If she went into the office, Edworthy would make her work on tracking the traitor who stole the list. What if she couldn’t find justice for Mark?

      Her shoulders slumped from the guilt of not being able to keep Mark safe, and from knowing that she was alone in this, even if Tony was there for her. She sank onto her bed, the weight of the day dragging her down. Two friends gone within a month.

      Her vision blurred and a vise seemed to tighten on her chest.

      Anna and Mark. Both gone.

      She lay back, closed her eyes. Sorrow grew heavy on her like large stones being placed one by one on her chest until she could barely breathe. She would take a moment, like Tony had said, and mourn her friends. Their loss hollowed her out and made her shoulders curve inward. She curled on her side, her breath shuddering out of her, and wept.
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      At just past noon, Ryan stood across from Silas in his office at the Department of Homeland Security. Silas stood about six three, just a touch taller than Ryan, but Ryan had a bit of muscle on the younger man. His dark brown-black hair dusted with gray had been cut into an almost mirror image of his own. Half business, mostly military.

      He shook Silas’s hand. “How’s Maggie?” Ryan asked, mentioning the man’s wife. “Things are going well?”

      Silas’s hard face seemed to soften just for a moment. “Maggie’s...good.”

      A twist of jealousy hit Ryan. Jesus, he wanted that in his life. He shook off the melancholy. That wasn’t for him.

      Silas sat behind his desk, leaned back in his chair, and eyed Ryan. “What about you? Any thoughts of settling down?”

      Ryan barely restrained himself from snorting. “Tried it. It didn’t work out.” The image of the woman who’d chosen her career over him sent a pang through him, but it wasn’t quite as sharp or cutting as it once had been. “We both had intense careers.” He tried to shrug it off, but from Silas’s frown, he hadn’t pulled it off. “Anyway, now I’m consulting.”

      “You’re teaching leadership to a bunch of suits. I knew flaking on the beach every day would bore you.”

      Ryan laughed and shook his head. “Nothing compares to the teams.”

      “Isn’t that the truth.”

      Ryan looked around the office. Silas had been an exceptional SEAL officer. He’d been medically released after he’d damaged his back. “You seem to have landed on your feet.”

      Silas gave a one-shouldered shrug. “I like what I do. It matters.” He studied Ryan. “What about you? Do you like it? Does it matter?”

      Silas was asking whether his job fulfilled him. Ryan sighed. “Well, the people aren’t all assholes. And I’m making a hell of a lot more than I did before, but...”

      “But it’s not spec ops.” Silas waved a hand. “I get it. You don’t need to say anything else.”

      Ryan didn’t want to discuss his personal life or lack of it anymore. “Tell me why you called me in here.”

      Silas leaned forward and his gaze lit up with intensity. “I’ve created a covert joint agency task force within the DHS where I can bring operators and analysts from different branches together for missions.”

      Ryan thought about that for a moment. “How many different branches?”

      “All of them. You could have CIA, FBI, DHS, or military personnel on a team. I pick who I need based on their skill set.”

      “That sounds like a clusterfuck waiting to happen.” Joint agency teams never worked. “They’ll all want to be top dog.” His shoulders slumped a little. Damn, he hadn’t realized he’d had such high hopes coming here.

      “Yes,” Silas continued. “That’s always the problem with teams like this. They could be the most brilliant combination of people, but no one can control them.” He shrugged and his voice turned a bit sly. “No one except for a Navy SEAL commander.”

      That stopped Ryan and his excitement grew, though he tried not to show it. “You want me to run a team?”

      Silas nodded and a tiny quirk of a smile crossed his face. The bait had been set and Ryan didn’t care that he’d fallen for it.

      “You, like your peers, are used to command in incredibly adverse conditions,” Silas said. “You’ve worked with and integrated special operators from other branches into your teams as well as operators from other countries. You could easily control any team I come up with.”

      “I’m not a fucking politician,” Ryan stated. He needed to get that out right now. “I know the kind of people who usually work at DHS. And I’m not one of them.”

      “I don’t want or need a politician,” Silas said. “I want you to join my Bone Frog Command. A secret division of the DHS that has no need of political skills and every need of a qualified Navy SEAL commander.” Silas waved a hand. “I don’t care how rough you get or if you swear like the sailor you are. I need your help. Your country needs your help.”

      Ryan swallowed the hook willingly and finally let himself smile. “What do you want me to do?”

      “I have a team and a mission I’d like you to command. One that’s time sensitive. And after that’s done, I’d like to be able to call on you for special assignments when they come up.”

      Ryan didn’t even have to think about it. “I’m in.”

      Silas checked his watch. “Why don’t we go to the briefing room and you can meet your team and hear the mission.”

      Ryan jerked a little in surprise. “You already have a team assembled?”

      “We have a situation that’s turned urgent.” He picked up a file from his desk. “We need to get up and running now.”

      “Why me if it’s so urgent?” Ryan was new to all this. Why didn’t Silas just ask someone he already had on board?

      Silas pressed his lips together. “Because you’re in DC and your SEAL team had one of the best records for hunting down terrorists. I need the best tracker I can find.”

      Already, a sense of purpose thrummed in Ryan. To track down a terrorist would fill the void in him that needed more than teaching.

      “Let’s do it.”
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      Sutton walked along the beach, her hand held in his strong, warm grip. His presence beside her made her feel secure. Content. Loved. Waves washed the shoreline, almost touching her bare feet. She laughed and kicked some water at him.

      He grinned, his dark hair tousled by the breeze. “Are you sure you want to do that, Sunshine?”

      Happiness welled up inside her at the nickname, at his smile, at her growing love for him. She grinned back, unable to stop herself, and kicked water at him again. She shrieked like a child when he chased her down the sand. He was right behind her. She ran faster.

      The image blurred. It was night. Colder. She was running on pavement. She must go faster. Too late. She was too late. The shriek turned to raw screams. Two men dragged Anna into a van. Her hand reached out. Almost there. She couldn’t go faster. The van door closed on Anna’s terrified face.

      No!

      Sutton bolted upright.

      She panted and her heart thundered. The dream that had started so nicely had ended as the same nightmare she’d been having for a month. She took deep breaths, calming her heart. Across from her bed, the picture of the beach hung on her wall. She focused on it, willing the nightmare and all the feelings it conjured away. The beach in the picture, with its rippling sand, white crested waves, and glowing sunset, was from the first part of her dream.

      It must have been the last thing she’d seen before she’d fallen asleep. She clung to the emotions evoked by the first dream. She hadn’t really focused on her life from ten years ago in a long time.

      It had been a time when an amazing team of special ops warriors had had her back. The days when she’d been attached to a SEAL team had been some of the best in her life. They’d targeted, hunted, and captured high-level insurgents. It had been fulfilling and exciting work.

      But best of all, she’d been working with Ryan Marchetti.

      It had been{* ten years since she’d seen Ryan. She’d heard rumors he’d retired. Was he living in peace in his beach house? Personally, she expected him to go crazy with boredom within a month, but he’d never listened to her. He had set goals for himself in his career and his life and he never veered from them. It was one of the reasons they’d broken up. He couldn’t accept that her job had been so important to her. That she’d loved it so much she’d chosen it over settling down with him.

      But she hadn’t chosen it over Ryan—just over the settling down part. But Ryan had wanted all or nothing. He’d wanted her by his side even though he hadn’t been willing to give up being a SEAL.

      She huffed a breath and got up. He hadn’t even tried to understand. She’d still wanted to see him; she just hadn’t wanted to give up her career. Admittedly, he hadn’t wanted her to stop being an agent—he’d just wanted to spend more time together, for her to take on less missions.

      But he hadn’t offered to do the same.

      None of that mattered now. Sunlight streamed into her bedroom from the south-facing window. She’d wasted time falling asleep, even if her body had obviously needed it. It was early afternoon now.

      She changed her shirt and brushed out her hair. She’d go into the office and tell Edworthy to stuff it if he ordered her off Mark’s murder investigation.

      Her phone rang and she checked the number. “Hey Tony. I’m on my way in.”

      “Shit,” he said. “I think you might want to hold off on that.”

      “What do you mean?”

      His sigh was extra long and extra deep. “Did you meet with Agent Costa at the cemetery yesterday?”

      “Yes,” she said. “He’s a bit of a shit head.”

      “He’s dead.”

      She blinked. “What the fuck? How?”

      He sighed again, and she was getting sick of it.

      “He was shot,” he said. “Execution style, in his car. He was found early this morning. Looks like he was killed yesterday afternoon.”

      Right around the time she’d seen him. “What’s going on, Tony?”

      “That’s what everyone wants to ask you.”

      “Then I have to come in. Explain that I had nothing to do with any of this.”

      Tony didn’t say anything. “I think you should lie low for a bit.”

      “What? No, I—”

      “Just for a bit,” he said. “Just until I get a feel for what’s going on. I’m heading into a meeting now. I’ll call you when it’s over.”

      Her gut roiled, but she trusted Tony’s instincts. They’d saved the team countless times. “Fine. But call me ASAP.”

      “Copy that.” He hung up.

      She clenched her fists, and stared at that picture, feeling as if she’d been caught in a large wave and tumbled uncontrollably toward a rocky shore.
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      Ryan stood at ease among the operators chosen by Silas for a mission he still knew nothing about. Even though he wore a suit rather than his uniform, he didn’t feel out of place. Most of the people in the room wore civvies. It seemed an eclectic group of people. Some with the physicality that denoted a career in the military and some who looked as if they’d never been out from behind their computer. Silas had given him a tablet that allowed access to a secure network and all of their files for him to read later.

      Silas stood at the front of the room, just to the side of a group of large monitors. Most of the rest of the people sat at a table in front of him. All of them also had a tablet in front of them. Ryan leaned against a wall. Damn, he’d missed this.

      “First of all, I want to introduce you all to your team leader, Commander Ryan Marchetti, former Navy SEAL.”

      Ryan nodded as he felt all eyes on him.

      Then Silas went around the room, pointing to various people.

      “Agent Frank Edworthy. Supervisor of a SOG team.” This was an older gentleman with ruddy cheeks and a pronounced bald spot. He nodded at Ryan.

      “Agent Anthony Wallis, also of the CIA.”

      This man was in his mid-thirties. He gave a little wave to Ryan. “Call me Tony.”

      Silas pointed to a woman. “Agent Alexa Williams. FBI tech specialist.” The woman looked younger than the rest by a number of years. Her curly black hair made an appealing halo around her face, highlighting her brown skin. Her eyes held intelligence and experience that belied her appearance. He approved.

      “Agent Mackenzie Taylor. FBI profiler and interrogator.” She had long brown hair braided back and large blue eyes. She looked like a sweeter-than-average-girl-next-door type. He wondered whether she’d be useful on the team and then reminded himself not to judge people by their looks.

      The two women sat close enough together that Ryan assumed they were friends and had worked together before. That could be useful.

      The last two men were from the DHS. Phil and Stan something or other. Both wore suits, buzz cuts, and barely concealed impatience. He assumed they would be his muscle on the team and he wasn’t a fan. His instincts did not trust them.

      “As for the mission,” Silas continued. “It’s high priority and time sensitive.

      “For some time, we’ve been aware of a leak in the CIA. Top-secret information has been relayed to our enemies on at least five different occasions. We have the Cyber Intelligence Unit from the CIA tracking down what they can. They discovered a list of CIA operatives and assets working in Russia had been copied without authorization from the main database yesterday morning.”

      Ryan stiffened. If the list was given to the Russians, the operatives would be as good as dead. “Has anyone informed the agents?”

      Silas nodded. “But they’re all staying in place for now. Some of them have been undercover for years. That’s why this team was formed. We need that list back now.”

      He clicked a button and brought up an image of a man in his late thirties. Balding. Thick mustache. “This is CIA agent John Costa. He was murdered yesterday afternoon, execution style, in his car at a local cemetery. He worked for the Cyber Intelligence Unit and we believe he was the one who copied the list.”

      “So whoever has the list killed Costa,” Alexa, the tech specialist, said. “Are the local police involved?”

      “Yes, but we’re taking over their investigation, Lexi, because there’s more,” Silas said.

      “How much more?” Phil asked.

      Silas pressed another button. Another image came up on the screen. This time of a man in his late thirties, with a strong jaw and a hooked nose. “This is Agent Mark Rollins. He was found murdered in his apartment this morning. We’re still getting details from the scene.”

      “Did he help steal the list?” Stan said.

      “We don’t have that information yet,” Silas answered.

      “What do we know?” Stan asked. The impatience he wore now tinged his tone.

      Silas’s eyes narrowed just slightly and Ryan knew his face mirrored the other man’s.

      “What’s their connection besides the CIA?” Mackenzie, the profiler, asked.

      “Good question, Mack.” Silas waved a hand at Edworthy, who scraped his chair back and stood.

      “As far as I know,” the man said in a gruff voice, “these two didn’t know each other outside of work.”

      Mackenzie leaned forward in her seat to study Edworthy. “And at work?”

      He shook his head. “They didn’t interact.”

      “You’re not telling us everything.” She spun to Silas and Ryan. “He’s not telling us everything.”

      Everyone frowned at her and her friend Alexa gently touched her arm. Mackenzie slumped and settled back into her chair. “Just thought you should know.”

      Ryan frowned. Was the woman unbalanced? Why had Silas asked her to be on the team? But...was she correct? Was Edworthy not telling them everything?

      “We have one last piece of information. Something that connects the two men.” Silas stared hard at Ryan, and Ryan’s muscles tightened with dread in anticipation of whatever Silas was going to show them next.

      Another photo appeared on the monitor beside both dead men. A photo of a blonde woman in a business jacket. Her light gray-green eyes and unsmiling face telling them that she hated posing for the camera.

      Ryan straightened as shock ripped through him.

      Sutton.

      Fuck, she was still beautiful. Her eyes radiated calm intelligence, but Ryan had seen them darken to pure green with desire and it had made her irresistible.

      Then it struck him. Her photo was beside two dead men. The thought made him go numb. “Is she...” He couldn’t say the word. Ryan barely remembered how to breathe, but he kept it together.

      Please tell me she’s not dead.

      Silas studied him a moment before continuing. “Sutton McRaven was last seen with both of these men. She was identified as a woman fleeing Rollins’s apartment after he was killed. And Agent Costa had reported seeing her at the cemetery just before he was killed. You need to find her and bring her in, preferably alive. She’s our number-one suspect at this point.”

      The relief that ran through him knowing she was still alive shuddered to a stop in shock. Sutton was a suspect? What the actual fuck?

      “She’s not the killer,” Tony said. “She’s a good person. She’s—”

      “Your friend,” Mack interjected, studying him intently. “Can you be impartial about this?”

      Tony didn’t answer, but he looked to Silas and Ryan. “Sutton didn’t do this.”

      Ryan tended to agree with the man, but he hadn’t seen his ex in ten years. People did change. But treason? Murder?

      “This needs a special team?” Stan muttered.

      Ryan resolved to get rid of him ASAP.

      “Yes,” Silas answered. “McRaven is a trained CIA field agent and has spent time attached to special operations units, including a SEAL team.” Silas looked at him. “Your SEAL team, correct, Commander?”

      “Correct,” he answered through gritted teeth. Irritation ignited in him. Had Silas known about his connection to Sutton, when he’d asked him to lead this team? Of course he had. This was Silas Branson. The man didn’t leave anything to chance.

      “Hopefully your knowledge will lead to a quick capture,” Silas said, confirming what Ryan thought.

      Everyone in the room looked at him speculatively. He ignored them.

      Sutton had been in contact with both dead men. She’d fled the scene of one murder. Damning evidence, but it didn’t prove she’d killed anyone.

      “First priority is the list?” Ryan asked.

      “Yes,” Silas said. “I don’t have to tell you how many lives hang in the balance if that information gets leaked to the Russians.”

      Edworthy cleared his throat. “I think it would be best if I was in charge,” he said. “She’s my agent and she’s killed two of my men so far. If anyone has a vested interest in bringing her in, it’s me.”

      Silas just looked at Ryan. Ryan gave a slight nod of acknowledgment that he was now in control. “I don’t believe we ever said Sutton was the traitor, or a murderer.”

      Edworthy just shook his head. “You used to know her. Things have happened to her. Those things change a person.” He paused. “I don’t like admitting it, but she’s fully capable of doing this. She’s dangerous. Always has been. We need to act like it.”

      Ryan shifted from his spot and walked to the front of the room, to stand beside Silas. This wasn’t any different than taking control of any other group of operatives, even if the mission was about his ex. “While McRaven and I used to be friends, it won’t interfere with my ability to make decisions with a clear head.”

      Edworthy’s ruddy face became ruddier. “Are you saying I won’t be able to do the same?”

      “I’m saying I bring a perspective to it that you don’t,” he said calmly. “And I also have years of experience of tracking people.”

      Edworthy swung toward Silas, but Si just held up a hand. “I’ll leave you all in the commander’s capable hands.” He looked at Ryan. “You’ve got this room and the one adjacent for use as your HQ. Let me know if you need anything else. All the information we have at the moment is on the tablets.”

      Silas left the room and everyone turned to him. “Go through the files. I need to speak with Lieutenant Commander Branson for a moment.”

      He followed Silas out of the room and closed the door.

      “What the fuck, Si? You couldn’t have warned me?”

      Silas studied him. “I needed to see your reaction, to know that you hadn’t seen or contacted her recently.”

      “I haven’t.” He shook his head. “But you should have told me.”

      “Maybe.”

      The anger still simmered in Ryan, but maybe he could use this to his advantage. “I want to replace Stan.”

      “With who?”

      “Dante Marchetti. He works for EDGE Security.”

      “I’ve heard of EDGE.”

      Ryan’s eyebrows lifted. Not many people had and even fewer knew that it was a cover company for an international military unit that handled covert operations. “Then I can have him?”

      “He’s a relative?”

      “Younger cousin. But he’s one of the best and I trust him at my back.”

      Silas nodded. “Make the call. Bring him in if he’s available. But we need McRaven and that list found ASAP.”

      “Copy that.”

      “And Ryan?”

      He just lifted his eyebrows.

      “Don’t let this mission get personal.”

      “Of course not.” He kept his face calm while he watched Silas walk away, even though the whole time his mind kept shouting a question.

      What the fuck had his ex gotten herself into now?

      He took a deep breath to clear his mind of emotions. They wouldn’t help him now. He pulled out his cell and dialed his cousin’s personal number. Thankfully, he answered. Once Ryan explained what he needed, Dante said he was in between missions and good to go. He’d be on the next flight to DC.

      That done, Ryan put his phone away and went back into his HQ. He let Stan go and then sent Mack and Tony to the crime scenes. They could pull rank and scour the apartment and car for any evidence.

      He told Lexi, the tech specialist, to track down Sutton’s credit and bank cards, and to trace her cell. He had Edworthy and Phil tracking down Costa’s movements for the last forty-eight hours.

      He took out his cell again and debated. It had been years since he’d spoken to Sutton. He’d never thought he’d see her again, and if he did fantasize about seeing her, it was an image of her walking toward him on his beach, a smile on her face and the wind in her hair. She’d tell him she’d retired and she wanted to share his beach with him.

      He snorted.

      Sutton would never want to share anything with him. She’d want full control of it. He’d have to fight her every day to make sure she didn’t take over.

      Was that why they hadn’t worked out? Both of them were too controlling?

      Or maybe she was never the person he’d thought she was. She had been a top CIA agent. Someone who could slip into and out of personalities as if she were trying on clothes. Maybe he’d never really known Sutton.

      He gripped the phone tighter. No. He had to believe that when they’d been together, it had been real.

      Then why was he hunting her for murder and treason?

      He punched in the number he’d gotten from the file and tried not to think about how his heart thudded like it had when he’d asked out a girl for the first time.
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      Sutton paced her apartment. The small space felt like a cage. Costa had been killed. Mark had been killed. She looked like a suspect. What the fuck was going on?

      A digital ringtone startled her from her thoughts. She glanced at her watch. An hour had passed. Did Tony have something already? The name of the caller was blocked. She frowned and swiped her cell on.

      “McRaven.”

      “Sutton?”

      Everything stopped. Her world, her thoughts, her breath.

      It was him.

      Had thinking of him earlier conjured him? Was she still dreaming?

      “Sutton?” Ryan’s voice reflected concern.

      “I’m here,” she said softly. And now it was her turn to listen to almost silent breathing. “Ryan? It’s...” It’s been too long. It’s been forever. She swallowed those words. “It’s nice to hear from you.”

      “I’ve been thinking about you.” His voice held so many hints of what he was feeling, but too many. She couldn’t dissect it without seeing his face.

      “Really? Why?”

      “Can’t I think about a beautiful woman?”

      She laughed, but something inside her stepped back and analyzed. He hadn’t seen her in years. Something wasn’t right. “Okay then,” she said. “Why now? It’s been years, Ryan.”

      “I’m in DC,” he said. “I’m...a consultant. I teach leadership to suits.”

      “Really? Don’t tell me you’re bored of your beach.”

      He sighed. “I needed something more.” A pause. “I’ve missed you.”

      He missed her? And he blurted it out, just like that? Something was definitely not right. She went to the window and edged the curtain aside, peered out, uncertain what she was looking for, but obeying the instinct. “You have a funny way of showing it,” she said quietly. “The last thing you said to me was that you couldn’t be with a woman who chose her career over family.” Even though that’s what you did.

      The street held a few parked cars, but nothing unusual.

      “I didn’t mean it like that.” The defensive tone in his voice sounded real. The first real thing in the conversation.

      “Then how did you mean it? Because it seemed to me like you wanted me to quit but you wouldn’t even consider doing what you asked of me.” She sighed. “Let’s not fight about it again.”

      There was a long enough pause that she wondered whether he’d hung up.

      “You’re right,” he said quietly. “I did ask unfair things of you. I just saw all my friends settling down with wives who held down the home front and I wanted...”

      She looked at the ceiling, blinking away the moisture that had suddenly gathered. She would not regret her decisions. “I understand, but that was never who I was.”

      “I know that now,” he said. “And...I knew it then too.”

      “You were just too stubborn to admit it.”

      He laughed and it lightened something in her. Could they heal their breach? She almost rolled her eyes. She had no time to be thinking of this. She couldn’t start anything with Ryan or even follow up on this conversation until Mark’s killer was found.

      She frowned. Ryan distracted her so very easily. Too easily. And the timing of the call was too coincidental.

      “So how do you like consulting?” she asked, keeping her tone light. “Do you still spend a lot of time at your beach?”

      “I enjoy the teaching. And my beach...no demands, no cares, no worries. Life is great.”

      Liar, she thought. Something wasn’t right. “So, you’re a part-time teacher and part-time beach bum?”

      He laughed and she heard so much more than she was sure he wanted her to.

      She froze for just a moment as she remembered something Tony had said. Her heart did a nose dive. They’d brought in a Navy SEAL commander to lead the team. A team that was tracking down a traitor. She didn’t know why, but she’d bet all of her savings that Ryan was that SEAL and that he was tracking her.

      Shit, they thought she did it. They thought that she’d killed Mark and Costa. Panic speared her. Would they even listen to her if she went in to tell her side of the story?

      Someone knocked on her door.

      Her heart stopped. Fuck. He was already here.

      “Why are you tracking me, Ryan?” she whispered. She went to her hall closet and grabbed her leather jacket and her go-bag—a backpack filled with essentials to survive a quick evac. Next, she snagged her personal laptop from the table and shoved it into the protective sheath inside the backpack. “Do you really think I could kill my friend?”

      “Why don’t you let me bring you in? I’ll make sure you get the best lawyer.”

      She sucked in a breath, staring at the door. She cursed silently and then pulled a rope ladder from beneath her couch. “You think I’m guilty.”

      “I don’t know what to think, Sutts. But you ran from a crime scene. You’ve got to explain that.”

      The knock sounded again. She went to the window behind her small dining table, opened it and attached the ladder to the sill.

      “Screw you,” she said, her voice a quiet hiss. “If you want in here, you’re going to have to break the door down.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      Her temper flared and she let the ladder roll out. “Don’t play coy. I know you’re standing outside my door.”

      “Sutton,” Ryan said, his voice calm and serious, his SEAL commander voice. “I promise you. That’s not me at your door.”

      Shit.

      Sutton snapped her gaze to the door. It slammed open. She had a split second to see a figure in black throw something into the room. It landed with a thud and rolled a couple of feet toward her. She moved before her mind even fully registered the object.

      Grenade.

      She heaved her dining table over and dove behind it, covering her head and neck. The concussive boom lifted her and the table, flinging them both back. She hit the wall and cracked her head. She blinked. What the hell had just happened?

      Move.

      Someone had just tried to kill her. She didn’t know who, but someone had just thrown a fucking grenade into her apartment.

      Move. She had to move now.

      Training brought her into a crouch. She couldn’t hear a damn thing except for a tinny rushing noise in her ears. Smoke filled the room. She blinked and coughed.

      A red laser light swept against the far wall.

      A targeting scope. The killer was inside and looking to finish his job.

      Move!

      Smoke billowed her way. Something was on fire. She coughed again and looked up behind her. The window now had jagged pieces of glass framing it like shark teeth.

      She shouldered the backpack then heaved herself up and out the window, praying she wouldn’t cut herself too badly on any shards of glass left lodged in the window well. She didn’t have time to clear it out.

      She went down the rope ladder as fast as possible, knowing the killer would find it in moments. She dropped the last five feet and rolled, diminishing the impact of the fall, but she knew she’d feel it later.

      “I am too old for this shit,” she muttered and ran. She didn’t go for her car, thinking that whoever was after her would either expect that or have booby-trapped her vehicle. She needed to regroup and reassess the situation before she made any decisions.

      So she ran a couple of blocks and caught a bus that happened by. She sat in a window seat at the back and caught her breath.

      What the hell was happening? Had that been one of Ryan’s team, or the same person who’d killed Mark? And who had killed Costa?

      She almost considered going to her sister, but if she went to see her sister at the police station, the police would keep her locked up for hours while they tried to sort through her story. And there was no way she was going to her sister’s house. Sophie was probably already home from school. If Sutton had some kind of killer after her, she would never bring him close to her family.

      Sutton rode the bus until the sun set while she calmed herself and made her plan.
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      That evening, Ryan surveyed the damage to Sutton’s living room. He’d gotten there after the fire department had finished putting out the flames. His stomach twisted. Had she been in the room when the explosion had happened?

      He cleared his throat. “Any casualties?” he asked a fireman near him. Please, no.

      “No,” the fireman said, and relief coursed through Ryan like cool water, easing the sharp pang of his fears. The fireman pointed to a spot closer to the door. “But it looked like a bomb of some sort went off.”

      And a bomb was what it had sounded like on the phone. He’d almost lost his shit when the connection had died. “I’ll need a copy of your report when you’re done.”

      “You got it.”

      Ryan went through the rest of the apartment. The acrid scent of burnt plastic fibers and smoke residue made him want to sneeze. Sutton had gotten out. He found the rope ladder hanging out the window.

      He frowned. So she’d been prepared for a fast escape. Did that mean she’d known the explosion was coming? Had she blown up the apartment, thinking he was at the door? The charred furniture gave him no answers. He ran a hand over the back of his neck and his gaze caught on the table. It lay on its side near the window.

      It faced the explosion. Someone would have had to tip it that way, because an explosion would naturally send the table toppling away with the force. She must have hidden behind it. He surveyed the damage again. If she’d set the explosion as a trap, then she would have left via the ladder before she needed to hide behind the table.

      Satisfaction gripped him. Sutton hadn’t set a trap for him. She hadn’t tried to kill him. No one would want to stay in the room with an explosion like that. She must have hid behind the table when someone had thrown something—most likely a grenade—into the room.

      He walked through the rest of the apartment. The bathroom hadn’t been damaged and neither had the bedroom. He froze when he saw the giant photograph on her wall. What she looked at every night before sleep.

      His beach.

      She looked at a picture of his beach every night. Did she regret leaving? Or did she just like the beach?

      “Sir?” Mack held up something charred, warped, and the size of a wallet. “I believe it’s the subject’s phone.”

      He blinked and left the room, and that picture, and those thoughts behind. “Thanks, Mack.” He looked out the window and down the street. Where would she have gone next?

      “Should we canvass the area?” Mack asked.

      He shook his head. “Sutton’s too smart to be seen. Have Lexi pull up all security cameras in the area. Maybe we’ll get lucky and one of them will have caught her.”

      She pulled out her phone. “What’s next for us, sir?”

      “We need to find out who did this. Have EOD check this site. And get Edworthy to find out if someone from his department leaked McRaven’s name. It looks like she might be the next target. Maybe she has the list and someone other than us wants it.”

      “Copy that, sir. What about McRaven?”

      “We have to start thinking like her and figure out what she’ll do next.”

      The woman smiled wryly. “Do you want me to draw up a profile?”

      He was about to say no, but he realized he no longer knew the woman he’d once loved with all his heart. “Make the profile.”
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      Sutton sank onto her heels beside a dumpster in an alley to get out of the wind. In the fall, the nights got colder, but at least it wasn’t raining. She didn’t plan to stay here all night. She just needed to rest without any interference. And an alley seemed as good a place as any. No security cameras and no one walking down it to ask her what she was doing.

      She pulled a burner phone from her backpack and called Tony.

      “Wallis,” he answered.

      “Tony, it’s Sutton.”

      There was the sound of a chair screeching against a floor and shuffling. “Jesus, Sutton,” he whispered. “Where the fuck are you?”

      “It doesn’t matter. What do you know?”

      “Everyone, and I mean everyone, is looking for you. This fancy SEAL commander means business.”

      Ryan. She pressed her lips together while Tony continued to talk.

      “Why don’t we meet?” he said.

      “No. Someone is after me. I don’t want you caught in the crossfire.”

      “Sutton, maybe you should just come in?”

      Maybe she should. Her own people would protect her...wouldn’t they? Her stomach roiled and her muscles tensed. She should go in, but something was telling her not to. She must have missed some clue. “I’m not coming in.”

      “What?”

      “Not yet,” she said. “Let me just figure out a few things.”

      He sighed. “Then tell me where you are. I can help you.”

      “No. I don’t want you involved.”

      “I already am. I’m part of the team.”

      Fuck. “You can’t play both sides.”

      “You’re my friend, Sutton. I know you didn’t do this.”

      She heard the truth in his words. “Then tell me what you know. Help me that way.”

      She heard him excuse himself to someone else and then the sound from wherever he was got quiet. “Okay, they think I’m talking to my girlfriend.”

      “Girlfriend? But...” Anna had been his girlfriend.

      He huffed. “No, I don’t have a girlfriend. It’s just what I told them so I could go into the hall to talk to you.”

      Shit. “I’m sorry.” She’d said those words so many times. They weighed her down. Sometimes it felt as though she could never be sorry enough for everything in her life.

      She took a deep breath. She had no time and no right to a pity party.

      “I think we shouldn’t be talking, Tony. If you’re caught...” At best, he would be disciplined and maybe lose his job. At worst, he became a target like her. She couldn’t bear to lose another friend.

      “I don’t care.” His voice was hard. “You need help. Tell me where you are. You can stay at my place.”

      There was no way she was putting him in that kind of compromising position. “No. Just find out the connection between Mark, Costa, and this list. I’ll call you back when I can.”

      “Sut—”

      She hung up. Time to think clearly. She needed more information, like what Mark had been working on, and who he’d last spoken to.

      There was no laptop found by the police. The killer must have grabbed it. So she was left with nada.

      She sank farther down and hugged herself a bit tighter. Panic hovered like a drone ready to release an explosion, but she refused to let it interfere with her thinking. She rubbed the bridge of her nose. Someone wanted her dead and he knew who she was. So she had to stay off-grid to evade him.

      But did she want to evade him? She had no leads and maybe being bait would be the best way to draw him out. She almost rolled her eyes at herself. If she let her location be known, then it would be more probable that the authorities would pick her up.

      She wasn’t in any position at the moment to turn the hunt around and track the killer, so she had to focus on what Mark had been working on. But she had no idea what that was. The killer had been looking for something in the apartment or he wouldn’t have stayed there so long after killing Mark.

      Maybe it was still there.

      She bit her lip. It seemed like her only option was to head back to his apartment and search it. Maybe she could find what the killer couldn’t. She just hoped the police had left.

      “Crap. Crap. Crap.” Couldn’t she come up with anything better than going back to the scene of the crime? But she had no team to fall back on. She had no hacker, no tracker, no overwatch. This was all on her.

      She stood. This was all on her. But she was a CIA agent, and she would persevere. She walked to the end of the alley, ignoring her aches and pains. She had a killer to catch.
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      Ryan entered his HQ. Lexi sat at her monitor, concentrating on the screen. She didn’t look up. Phil, the DHS agent, was asleep on a cot. Tony was out. Edworthy stalked up to him holding his tablet, his face grim.

      Mack came in behind him. She brushed her brown braid off her shoulder. “I should have a preliminary profile worked up in about thirty minutes.” She slid in front of another monitor and started tapping keys.

      He looked at Edworthy, not wanting to hear the older man’s news.

      “It’s bad,” the man said gruffly. “We have a security camera from the cemetery that shows her and Costa arguing. She draws a gun on him. It’s time stamped right before his death.”

      Fuck. She’d been the last one to see Costa alive. “Did she shoot?”

      “No. They argue and he walks away, off-camera. And then she follows.” Edworthy heaved a sigh. “There’s more. We’ve gone through her secure files from her CIA laptop. She had top-secret information on there. Information she shouldn’t have had, and some of the same information that had been leaked.” He paused. “I think she was selling secrets.”

      No. Something in Ryan reared back and roared. Not Sutton. She wasn’t a traitor.

      Edworthy scrubbed his face with one hand. “I should have seen this coming. She’s always been a bit of a loose cannon and ambitious. Maybe too ambitious. It’s been worse since her teammate’s death. She went off the radar for weeks. She could have been doing anything.” He shook his head. “I think she’s gone rogue.”

      “We don’t know that,” Ryan said.

      Edworthy raised his eyebrows. “Don’t kid yourself.”

      “Are you sure those were her files?” He had to ask.

      “I’m sorry. This is hard on all of us. It’s never good when one of our own turns.”

      Ryan left the older man. He needed a moment to process.

      Mack didn’t have anything for him yet, so Ryan used the time to grab some food for his team from the twenty-four-hour cafeteria on the main floor. He needed to get away from them and think, to ponder the woman he’d once thought he’d spend the rest of his life with.

      Sutton had been fearless, smart, stubborn, and had a temper. But under the surface, she’d been kind and caring, with a dry wit that could always crack him up. For all of their adventures together, his best memories had been their time off together, lounging in bed, watching movies and eating Thai food. They’d always end up making love, sometimes fast and furious, but sometimes so slow it would drive them both wild. He’d never met anyone like her. She fit him perfectly.

      What the hell had happened? Could Sutton really have changed so much?

      His heart said no, but his mind...his mind kept going over the facts.

      Sutton was tied to not one but two murder scenes.

      Evidence of the leaks was on her laptop.

      And if she was innocent, then why wasn’t she turning herself in?

      Because someone had tried to blow her up.

      That didn’t mean she was innocent; that just meant there was more than one player in this game. He couldn’t let his emotions run this op.

      He carried the tray of food back to his HQ. Sandwiches, cookies, coffees. He laid them out on a spare desk. He grabbed a sandwich for himself and snagged the latest police reports to scan through. His team scrounged through the food. Mack snagged an extra sandwich and put it in front of Lexi. Those two worked well as a team. They came from different departments at the FBI, and couldn’t be more different from each other personality-wise, but they were thick as thieves.

      Mack came over to his makeshift desk. “I’ve got a quick profile.”

      “Tell me.”

      “I’ll skip her background since you know it already, but it’s an easy profile.”

      Ryan braced himself and acknowledged he wasn’t ready to hear about Sutton’s life without him. Had she married? Or worse—had she really turned traitor and sold state secrets?

      “In short, she’s an ambitious and dedicated agent, one who has little life outside the agency. No family, except for her sister and a six-year-old niece. No husband or kids.”

      He wasn’t sure whether he was happy or not to hear the news that she was alone. Was she content with just her job in her life?

      Mack glanced at her tablet. “From what I can tell of her character,” she said, “she is extremely loyal to the point of it being a fault—there are many examples of her throwing herself into danger for one of her teammates.”

      “Yes, that’s Sutton.” He shrugged. “That’s a quality of most special operators.”

      Mack nodded. “True. On the whole, there’s nothing I can find that would indicate Sutton McRaven is anything but a brave woman dedicated to this country.”

      Mack’s declaration reassured him, but he couldn’t afford to let his emotions rule. He remembered what Edworthy had said. “Are there any instances of her being a lone wolf, or any behavior that might have signaled her becoming a traitor?”

      “A few. She’s a bit of a maverick, but there’s not been any indication that she would turn traitor and sell secrets. Though, she did go off-grid for the entire last month.” Mack tapped her tablet. “She had a standard psych interview done after her teammate’s death. Just before she went off-grid. It’s...interesting.”

      “How so?”

      “She says she’s going to chill out at home and just relax.”

      “So?”

      “She lied.”

      Damn. He raised his brows. “How can you be so sure?”

      Mack raised her brows back at him. “That’s my job.”

      “She’s called the human lie detector at work,” Lexi called out. “People are actually scared of her.”

      “They’re not scared of me.”

      Lexi spun her chair to face them. “And now who’s lying?”

      Ryan needed to break this up. “Tell me what you know, Mack.”

      “Unfortunately, without talking to her, I don’t know much more than that. I know she lied about staying at home, but I don’t know what she did instead.”

      He turned to Lexi. “Can you track down where she was in the last month?”

      “I’m on it.”

      He turned back to Mack. “In your opinion, what’s her next move?”

      Mack stared at the ceiling for a moment. “She’d known the victim for a number of years. I believe they were friends. If she isn’t the murderer, then she’s trying to solve this crime.”

      That sounded like the Sutton he knew. But maybe he hadn’t known her that well. “And if she is the murderer?”

      “Then she’d be trying to get out of the country with the list.”

      He would have to cover both cases. “Lexi, get into the security cameras for all the airports, train and bus stations. If she tries to flee the city, I want her stopped.”

      He turned back to Mack. “I need you to figure out why Su—McRaven went to Rollins’s condo if not to kill him. What kind of communication had the two had in the last few weeks? If she isn’t the killer, then why did she pick that day to go there?”

      “There were a number of calls from Rollins’s phone to McRaven’s over the past month, but it looked like none of them had been answered. And then nothing in the last week,” Lexi said. “Unless they were using burner phones for some reason.”

      He stood.

      “Where are you going?” Mack asked.

      “I’m following a hunch.” And he prayed his hunch was right.
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      Sutton waited in the shadows of the alley across from Mark’s condo, watching the glow from the windows. A wind caressed her cheek with cold fingers. She shivered.

      The lights in the condo went out. Thank goodness. She shifted her feet. It had been an hour since she’d gotten here. A police car sat out front, along with a crime scene van. Moments later, three people came out, carrying large toolbox-like containers and wearing coveralls. They got into the van and left. Shortly after, the police car left.

      Sutton pulled out her lock pick set. The lock on the glass front door took her less than a minute. She took the stairs to the sixth floor. Yellow crime-scene tape crisscrossed Mark’s door, but it didn’t interfere when she picked the lock, or ducked under it to get inside. She shut the door behind her and pulled out her pen light.

      She didn’t bother with gloves because, by the black dust coating a lot of the hard surfaces and doorknobs, the police had finished processing the scene for fingerprints. They’d probably already found hers here. Another set or two wouldn’t make a difference, especially because they wouldn’t look again.

      A cursory walkthrough of the apartment revealed she was alone. Her rubber-soled boots were silent on the hardwood. She avoided looking at the tipped-over dining room chair in the living room. It made everything too real. She ached body, mind, and soul, and if she focused too hard on Mark’s murder, then she’d break. “And I can’t break yet. I’ve got shit to do.”

      And now she was talking to herself.

      She figured she had until daybreak before the cops or anyone came back. That gave her a solid four hours before she had to leave. Not that she planned on staying that long.

      She started with the main living area. Mark had been in the CIA for fifteen years. He’d have somewhere secret to stash a weapon, important documents, and maybe even a go-bag. The hall closet revealed a small duffel packed with a spare set of clothes, spare ammo and magazines, an extra wallet with a credit card and about two hundred in cash. His go-bag.

      But no weapon.

      The safe in his bedroom closet was open and empty. That would be where he’d kept his everyday weapon.

      He would probably hide anything important wherever he kept his backup weapon.

      She wandered the apartment as she thought. Mark had loved puzzles. He also had nieces and nephews who sometimes came to visit. That meant that his backup weapon wouldn’t be readily accessible. She chewed her lip. But it would have to be accessible enough if he truly needed it.

      She walked back into the bedroom and stared at his bed. Somewhere accessible but where a kid couldn’t get it. She played her penlight over both sides. Though made, the right was a bit more rumpled. She went to that side of the bed and ran her hand behind the headboard, under the bedframe and around the night table. The drawer held only a mystery book, reading glasses, and a few condoms.

      She sat on the bed. Where was his hiding spot? Maybe she’d pegged Mark wrong and it was in the kitchen. She stood and the floor creaked under her weight. She glanced down. Most people put a carpet of some sort under their bed so they wouldn’t have to step on a cold, hard floor first thing. Mark had bare hardwood. She shifted her weight again. Another creak.

      No way.

      She dropped to her knees and held the flashlight in her teeth. She pressed all the boards closest to the bed. One shifted slightly. She shoved it hard and it popped up. She lifted it aside and smiled.

      A Sig Sauer and ammo lay inside, along with a keyring with two keys, money, and a passport declaring Mark to be Canadian. She studied it. A fake, but a good one. At the bottom was a piece of paper with an address on it.

      Was it his safe house? Mark had told her once that he had one. She’d thought it was paranoid and humorous at the time. But now she wondered what the man had been into. Would he have hidden something there? Had he had anything to do with the missing list of agents?

      She couldn’t, wouldn’t believe it. Not until she had proof.

      She put the address in her pack, along with the keys, but left the weapon and ammo, since she already had her Glock. She replaced the board with a hard shove.

      She headed to the kitchen. “Please tell me you’ve got something good to eat, Mark.”

      She opened the fridge. Some questionable Chinese food leftovers, some eggs, milk, and the usual. After opening a few more cupboards, she decided on a quick peanut butter and jam sandwich. It tasted like homework and after-school specials. She washed it down with milk.

      After putting her dishes in the dishwasher already crowded with dirty dishes, she went to the bathroom. She closed the door and turned on the light.

      Holy hell, she was a mess.

      Soot from the explosion covered her face, her hair was a tangled mess, and her T-shirt was ripped. She’d have to borrow a sweater from Mark. She eyed the shower longingly but knew that was pushing it. How stupid would she be if the cops came back while she was showering?

      She washed her face and hands, and dug through Mark’s drawers until she found a comb to unsnarl her hair before putting it back into a ponytail. She cleaned up the bathroom and switched off the light. Fed, clean, and mostly ready. She’d grab a sweater of Mark’s and then head to the address he’d given her. In his bedroom, she longed to lie on his bed and shut her eyes just for a moment. Instead, she went into his closet and shone her light onto the shelves there.

      The one hoodie she saw would fit over her leather jacket. She instead grabbed a soft blue sweater. Big but not too thick. She could fit it under her jacket. And man, it was soft. She’d bet it was cashmere. Mark had liked the finer things. She shoved it in her pack and headed out.

      As she strode through the living room, the front door swished open. Her heart leapt and then landed, ready for action. She dove against the wall, out of sight of the door. The hall light flicked on, blinding her. She ducked back into the bedroom just as someone entered the living room.

      She weighed her options. She could hide, subdue the person and escape, or kill the person. But until she knew who it was, she couldn’t make that judgment call.

      She peered through the crack between the door hinge and the wall.

      Nothing. And no sound.

      Whoever it was had gone silent.

      She liked this less and less. There would be no hiding.

      Dim light shone into the bedroom through the partly open doorway. The bedroom was large, with a big enough area between the bed and the en suite for an uninhibited fight.

      She pulled out her gun. She didn’t want to shoot anyone but the killer. If it was some security guard or police officer, then she’d have a hell of a time later explaining why she’d pulled a weapon. But it couldn’t be helped.

      With her weapon raised, she stepped away from the door and into open space.

      The door burst open. Someone big and fast entered. Instinct stopped her from pulling the trigger. Then the gun was knocked from her hand.

      She countered with a neck strike and an elbow to the head. A grunt of pain and then she was shoved. Hard. She flew back a few feet but kept her balance. Strong fucker.

      Then she saw his silhouette.

      “Ryan?”

      “Did you have to hit me so hard, Sutton?”

      “What the fuck, Ryan? I could have killed you. I had a gun!”

      Even in the dim light, she saw his familiar, heart-breaking grin. “But you didn’t. You’re a good shot and you’ve got good instincts. You knew it was me.”

      She grabbed her weapon off the floor and shoved it back into her shoulder holster. “You’re assuming a lot. I haven’t seen you in years.” And those years had been kind to Ryan. Even in the dim light from the hall, she could see that he looked almost exactly the same. And it made her yearn for things she couldn’t have. “What are you doing here?”

      He kept his arms loose by his sides. “I’m here to bring you in.”

      Options and exit strategies flew through her head, but she kept her face and breathing calm. “Why would you want to do that?”

      Ryan eased himself back until he blocked the door. “It’s my job.”

      She shifted her weight onto her toes. Nice and easy. She pretended she didn’t know he was leading the team that tracked her. “Since when? I thought you were a consultant.”

      He shrugged and she couldn’t help but admire the breadth of those shoulders. “I’m also consulting for DHS.”

      “I knew you wouldn’t like retirement.”

      “Why don’t you make this easy, Sunshine? I know you’re innocent. I can help you.”

      Her heart leapt at his words. And not just the fact that he believed she was innocent, but also at the use of the nickname only he had ever used. One she hadn’t heard in years.

      No, her mind said. His job was to bring her in. He’d say anything to get her compliance.

      “Two men are dead,” he said when she didn’t reply. “You were the last one seen with both. And now top-secret files have been found on your work laptop. It doesn’t look good, Sutton.”

      Sutton took a step back. “What files were found on my laptop? What are you talking about?”

      “Stolen military secrets.” He watched her carefully.

      What the hell? “Someone must have put them there.”

      He just nodded and she didn’t know whether he believed her or not, or whether he even cared.

      “You need to come with me,” Ryan said. “I think you’re in over your head. Why don’t you let me help you figure this out?”

      She didn’t say anything, but his offer seemed genuine.

      “Come in with me.” He held out a hand. “We can get to the bottom of this.”

      She just stared at him. She wanted to take his hand. She yearned to take his hand, to have him protect her, and be by her side again.

      But he wouldn’t be by her side. He was no longer hers. He was someone else’s lover now. And he wouldn’t protect her. No. His job was to bring her in, and he’d do anything to accomplish his mission. Including lie to her.

      “You’re working for DHS,” she said. “They think I’m the traitor and a killer. You know I’ll be buried in some cell on a black ops site until they find that list. And if they never find it, then I’ll never see the light of day again.”

      “I won’t let that happen.” He seemed so earnest as he held out a hand to her. “Please, Sutton.”

      She stepped back into a fighting stance.

      His gaze flicked to her feet before he dropped his hand. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      She snorted. “Don’t you remember the last time we sparred?” She remembered. It had been glorious, and left the two of them hot, sweaty, and needing a private area. But they had been evenly matched. Where he relied on strength and skill, she relied on speed and sneaky moves. In a straight-out match, there was no way she could win. That’s why she always fought dirty.

      Ryan sighed. “I was holding back, Sutton.”

      She grinned, exhilarated for some reason. “So was I.”

      His eyes narrowed just slightly, his only warning. He rushed her, probably hoping to catch her off guard, but she’d been expecting it. She spun to the side, sending a punch at his head. She missed, but he didn’t. The force of his blow to her ribs made her stagger as pain lit through her. It had been the same spot the bike had hit. She couldn’t help but let out a little yelp.

      “I don’t want to do this, Sutton.” But he didn’t drop out of his fighting stance.

      Damn it. She had to be faster.

      The door was at her back but she wouldn’t make it one step unless she took him out, and the only way to do that was with trickery. She couldn’t pretend to be hurt to lure him close or into making a mistake. He was too smart for that.

      A plan came to mind, just as he attacked again. She managed to block the strike to her head, dodge the kick and whirl away again, but she didn’t focus on trying to hit back. Even the adrenaline of the fight couldn’t completely cover the aches that suffused her body. She wouldn’t last long and what she was about to do was a huge gamble.

      Please let him not have changed too much.

      Her back was to the bed now. She had nowhere to go but forward. She lashed out with a strong roundhouse. He didn’t move back, but into it. Shit. He caught her leg. In defense, she hooked her foot behind his back and yanked him closer, right into her fist. He ducked his chin at the last second and her blow glanced off his cheek. He continued his momentum and plowed her backward right onto the bed, landing on top of her. With her leg hooked behind him, he ended up between her thighs, keeping one high with his arm. In that position, no matter how much she struggled, she couldn’t roll him off her. She growled and glared, so frustrated she could spit. She struck both sides of his head at once. He cursed and reared up, grabbing her forearms and slamming them into the bed.

      “Are you done?” he snarled.

      “Never.” She would never give up. And she was glad he was angry. It matched her anger. He’d always been able to make her spitting mad, and it was long past time to return the favor.

      She had one leg free and she pulled it up. All it did was settle Ryan more firmly between her legs. She hated that her body responded to him in that position, but this had been the man she’d spent night after exhilarating night with for years. Her body remembered. Her body wanted. And from the feel of hardness pressing at her core, his body wanted too.

      She pressed her lips together. But her mind didn’t want.

      “Give up,” Ryan said. “I don’t want to take you in in cuffs. You know I’ll win whatever fight we—”

      She kissed him.

      His lips were firm against hers, denying her a response.

      At first.

      She kept kissing him. Using her lips, her tongue to seduce Ryan. Her Ryan. His scent. The feel of him on top of her. It was her Ryan. She might never have another chance, so she gave herself over to it, kissing him as if it were the last time. And it would be, of that she had no doubt. So she put her heart into it.

      His lips softened and his mouth parted with a groan that sent heat ripping through her. He took over the kiss, his tongue sweeping inside her mouth, and she reveled in the sheer dominance of it. He released one of her hands and dragged his down her arm and then into her hair, where he cradled her head, angling it for greater possession.

      She almost lost her wits as she tumbled after him down a path of desire. Her freed hand had a mind of its own, wandering over his broad back, touching the solid bands of muscle there, before sliding down farther. She cupped his hard ass and squeezed. He growled in response and yanked her head back, breaking the kiss.

      “I still have to bring you in.”

      “I know.” She kissed him again. Just one more kiss. She hadn’t planned for this, for being sucked into wanting again, for the ache that only he filled.

      He still held one of her hands. She squeezed his fingers with hers, relishing the contact. Her other hand roamed up over his back again, luxuriating in his strength. His lips, tender one moment, bruising with intensity the next, continued to distract her. Her heart thundered and she wanted, needed, to lose herself.

      She moaned and stretched both hands overhead, touching the slatted headboard of the bed. One of his hands followed, as if to drag hers back to him, while his other hand found her breast and molded it in his palm. Heat flared in her and she sucked in a breath.

      Focus!

      She only had one chance. The zip tie she’d slid from his back pocket easily slipped around his wrist and it took less than a second for her to secure it to the headboard. He no longer held her legs. She used one to swing up and against his neck, pushing him back and off-balance. She rolled hard to the side, out from under him, and off the bed.

      He roared and lunged after her, but stopped short because of the hand she’d zip-tied to the bed.

      “Let me go,” he said quietly but with more menace than a stalking serial killer.

      She grabbed her pack and slid it on her shoulders. “That is so not going to happen.”

      He slumped on the bed, but she wasn’t fooled. He was far from being a victim. “Did you even mean it?”

      The kiss. He was talking about the kiss. She stared at him. He raised his head and his gaze made her take a step back, before she remembered herself.

      “Did you mean it?” he asked again, the steel in his voice undeniable.

      How the hell was she supposed to answer that? It had been a ploy to get to the zip ties that he always kept in his back pocket. If she told him she’d almost lost herself in his kiss, he’d just use it against her. She couldn’t trust him.

      “You always keep your zip ties in your back pocket,” she said. “Maybe you should try not to be so predictable.”

      His dark eyes turned predatory. “This isn’t going to end well for you, Sutton.”

      She tilted her head as she surveyed him. “Is that some sort of threat?”

      He scowled. “You don’t know what you’re up against.”

      This statement made her smile. She’d worked for the CIA and with special ops for close to fifteen years. She knew exactly what she was up against.

      “Don’t follow me.” She then grinned. “Oh wait. You can’t.”

      Pissing him off would only make him hunt her harder, but she embraced the challenge. She laughed as she slammed the condo door behind her.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Ryan listened to Sutton’s laughter as she exited the condo. He hadn’t expected that kiss. It had almost derailed him. Lust surged in him at the memory. He’d known seeing Sutton would be a shock, but kissing her…

      Sutton had always been his weakness. He couldn’t think straight with her around. It had made working with her when she’d been attached to his team a bit hellish at first, but both of them knew how to keep it professional when on a mission. It was when the mission was over that his brain leaked out his ears.

      As it had done during that kiss. He lay back against the pillow for just a moment to savor the feeling of her hands roaming his skin, her body under his and her mouth against his. Damn. He wanted her.

      But it wasn’t to be. And it would only interfere with his mission to bring her in safely. Why the fuck wouldn’t she trust him to help her? He put that thought aside for later. Enough time had passed. Sutton wasn’t coming back.

      He grabbed the knife strapped to his ankle and cut the zip tie. Then he pulled his phone from his pocket and dialed a number.

      “You’ve reached Lexi’s Pizza Palace. What can I do for you?”

      He stifled his chuckle. No need to encourage her. “The bug has been planted. Have you got her?”

      A pause while the woman did whatever magic she did with her computer. “Yes, sir. She’s lit up like a Christmas tree. You’ll be able to find her anywhere now.”

      He smiled. Point for him. “Excellent.”

      “Oh, and boss?” Lexi said. “There’s a big, mean-looking dude here who’s looking for you.”

      “Dante?” It had to be.

      “Yup. I told him to park it until you got back, but he’s making the men nervous.”

      That made him chuckle. Dante did look like a MMA fighter, but his looks hid his brilliant mind. “How about you and Mack?”

      “Nah. We’re good. Mack is fine with him, so I am too. She’s a good judge of character.”

      “Okay, I’m on my way back now. Keep the trace on McRaven going. Let me know if she does anything interesting.”

      “Copy that.”

      Ryan’s smile stayed with him as he traveled back to DHS. He couldn’t wait until he saw the look on Sutton’s face when he tracked her down.
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      Sutton walked a half mile before catching a cab. The address was on the other side of town, an apartment in a lower middle-class area. She had the cab let her out a block from the building and did her own recon of the perimeter before she entered the building.

      The apartment on the third floor wasn’t the luxury condo she’d just left by any means. It had a bed, a couch, and a TV. There was a six-pack of beer in the fridge and canned food in the cupboard. She opened a tin of ravioli and heated it on the stove while she searched the rest of the cupboards. An extensive first-aid kit sat in the hallway closet, along with a gun locker and spare ammo.

      There was shampoo and soap in the bathroom, along with a towel. And that meant more to her than any high-rise view at the moment. She went back to the kitchen and debated a beer, but decided against it. With how tired she was at the moment, one beer could compromise her reactions. She ate the ravioli out of the pot while she flipped through the news channels on TV. Nothing important, or rather nothing about her. She washed her pot when she’d finished and trudged to the bathroom, grabbing the first-aid kit on the way.

      The hot shower felt divine and she gave herself extra time, letting the heat soothe her aching muscles. She wiped the fog off the mirror with part of her towel. Bruises decorated her body, as if the warm water had brought them all to the surface. She grimaced as she touched the particularly large one on her ribs.

      Nothing broken. A few scrapes deep enough to need antiseptic salve and a bandage, but nothing she couldn’t handle. She unzipped the med kit and got to work.

      She hissed as she redressed the slice on her forearm. All in all, she was doing pretty good for tangling with a killer, almost getting blown up, and fighting with Ryan. She left the kit in the bathroom, suspecting she’d need it again before this was over, and walked to the bedroom naked.

      The sheets felt scratchy against her skin, but that didn’t stop her from sleep.

      When she woke a few hours later, her mind was refreshed, if not her body. She groaned as she rolled from the bed, her muscles stiff and aching. Although she knew she was as strong as she used to be, she just didn’t recover as fast anymore. When this was over, she was seriously going to consider retiring from active missions.

      She threw on underwear and a T-shirt and began to go through a series of stretches to warm her muscles and limber up. Her thoughts ranged far and wide while she did. Energy started to sing through her. She felt more alive this morning than she had since Anna had died, or maybe even before.

      And how much of that feeling was due to tangling with a certain SEAL commander again?

      She had no answer. Or rather she did, but she didn’t want to face it and focused on stretching instead. Finally, she sighed and faced the truth. One of the things that made Sutton such a good agent was her ability to see through lies, even those she told herself.

      She sank into warrior pose and closed her eyes, but not her mind.

      Ryan could make her lose focus like no one else on this planet. Sutton needed to work around him in order to solve this case. She wished she could trust his offer of help. He would be a powerful ally, but unfortunately he worked for the DHS. And, right now, they thought she was the enemy. They wouldn’t give her a chance to defend herself.

      She finished her stretches and got dressed, brushing out her hair and putting on clean clothes from her pack. She was used to working alone as a field agent. This wasn’t any different, she told herself. Her mission was to find a traitor and a killer. And hopefully prove her innocence at the same time.

      The next step in that mission was to figure out what Mark had been working on. Why had he been killed? She found a pad of paper and a pen in one of the kitchen drawers and hunkered down on the couch to make a mind map of what she knew.

      She wrote Mark’s and Costa’s name on the paper. Then List of Agents under Costa’s name.

      Had Mark known about Costa stealing the list? Is that why he’d been killed? Or had he been involved? A pang of grief for her former friend hit her. Mark had been a good man. He didn’t deserve her suspicions, or to die the way he had.

      She pushed away the grief. It wasn’t helping.

      Mark had been a good man. She needed to work on that presumption. And it would make his last phone call to her make sense. He’d been asking for help.

      She rubbed her temples. Something about the message niggled at her memory. Her phone and the message had been destroyed in the explosion. She took several deep breaths and tried to recall his exact words.

      He’d asked for help. He’d been at...at his grandfather’s grave. She frowned. What had he been doing there? She searched her memory. He’d asked for help and hadn’t known who to trust. And...and if she ever needed answers...

      A thought struck her hard and she sat up straight. He’d told her if she needed answers, she should go to the grave. Her excitement picked up. She’d bet that he’d left information there for her. Mark had totally been sneaky that way.

      But Mark was from Seattle. Where would his grandfather be buried in DC? “Come on, Mark. Give me a damn hint.”

      She tapped her fingers on the notepad. What did she know of Mark’s family? Unfortunately, not a lot. But Mark had come from a military family.

      She slapped her palm on the notepad in triumph. His grandfather had died in WWII. And that grandfather would have a gravesite in Arlington Cemetery.

      Excitement bounced in her like it had won the lottery. Time for a field trip.

      Outside, she walked to the nearest subway stop. She pulled a new burner phone from her pack and punched in a number. She was right on the steps to the subway if she needed a quick getaway.

      “Sutton?” Amelia answered. “I’m glad you called.”

      “I just wanted to let you know I’m okay.” She heard muted conversations in the background.

      “Give me one minute.” Amelia didn’t say anything but Sutton could tell by the background noise that she was moving. The background noise dimmed to almost nothing. “Okay, I’m in an interrogation room. No one can overhear me. I assume you want information.”

      “If you can.” She did not want to get her sister in trouble.

      “Okay, I don’t know much,” Amelia said quickly. “The DHS took all our files. They’re telling us to be on the lookout for you and that you’re the prime suspect.”

      Sutton gripped the phone hard. “Did the police find anything to help prove my innocence?”

      Amelia hummed. “I believe they found some piece of evidence of a second suspect at the scene.”

      “What evidence?”

      “A print. But it could be from a maid for all we know at this point.”

      It had to be the killer. “What happened to the print?”

      “All evidence was sent to DHS. I won’t be much help anymore. We’ve been pulled from the case and have only been told to search for you. Shouldn’t you turn yourself in?”

      Sutton couldn’t quite explain the feeling. “I think I’m being framed. Someone planted evidence on my laptop.”

      “Sounds like an inside job,” Amelia said.

      “Yes.” But who? Sutton wanted to pull her hair out.

      “What’s the plan?” Amelia said.

      “I’m on a lead.” She didn’t want to explain it over the phone to Amelia. “See if you can track down that print, but don’t get yourself into trouble.”

      Amelia made a noise of dissent. “I serve justice, not a DHS suit who tries to give me orders.”

      “You always were a rebel.”

      Amelia chuckled. “You somewhere safe?”

      “Enough. But don’t worry, I’m going to lay low.”

      “Good,” Amelia said. “But stay away from the subways. The facial recognition software has been programed with your face. If a camera catches you, then we’ll know.”

      Sutton began walking away from the subway stop. “Thanks for the tip.”

      “Stay safe, sis.”

      “You too.” Sutton hung up. She was a long way from safe.
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      “What’s she doing now?” Ryan asked when he walked into his HQ. He’d stopped at his hotel briefly to change his clothes before coming back, safe in the knowledge his team would let him know as soon as Sutton was on the move.

      “She’s still at the apartment,” Lexi said.

      “Do we have eyes on?”

      “Tony is watching from street level. And Phil has the back. She hasn’t left yet, sir.”

      “Good.” He poured himself a coffee from the pot and wondered, yet again, what the hell Sutton McRaven was doing.

      “Ryan.”

      The deep voice made Ryan turn and then he grinned. Dante Marchetti stood there in jeans and a leather jacket. His tattoo peeked out of the collar of his T-shirt. He’d shaved his head. No wonder he made the guys nervous. With his muscles and the scruff on his face, he looked like a bike gang leader. “Dante. It’s good to see you. How’s your mom?”

      Dante gave a small smile. “She’s good. The Marchettis have been amazing about reaching out to her.” Dante’s father had died young, leaving Dante and his mother alone. They’d lost touch with the large Italian Marchetti family until Dante was a teenager and Ryan was already in the navy. But they’d been welcomed back with open arms.

      “I’ve read the reports,” Dante said. “Tell me what I can do.”

      Ryan gave him a rundown on what had happened so far.

      “You think she’s innocent,” Dante said.

      Ryan just nodded. Was he letting his emotions rule him? Did he just want Sutton to be innocent? She’d looked so shocked when he’d told her of the files they’d found, but then, she was CIA and knew better than most how to play people. And she knew him, knew how to play him. Her kiss had shown that.

      But she’d been at Rollins’s condo, not trying to escape the country.

      “I think she’s innocent too,” Mack interrupted his thoughts from her place by her monitor.

      He and Dante faced her. Dante cocked his head as if he saw something intriguing. Mack’s cheeks flushed a little.

      “Why do you think that?” Dante asked. “The evidence seems stacked against her.”

      “Seems is the correct word,” Mack said. “It’s all circumstantial.”

      “Except for the files,” Ryan said.

      Mack shook her head. “Why would a super smart woman leave incriminating files on her hard drive? They weren’t even encrypted.”

      “A lot of criminals are incredibly arrogant. Maybe she thought no one would ever suspect her,” Dante said.

      “She’s innocent. It fits her profile.” Mack lifted her chin, as if daring them to contradict her.

      Dante crossed his arms over his chest. “You’re that sure of your profile? That seems a little...arrogant.”

      Lexi snorted from behind them. Ryan just watched, knowing that these two had to sort out their issues now before a crisis happened. Like any team members, they were feeling each other out. He’d step in only if he had to.

      Mack mirrored Dante’s stance and it made Ryan think of a kitten facing off against a lion.

      “I may not look it, but I have a lot of experience,” she said.

      Ryan gave Dante kudos because he didn’t smile. “I can see it in your eyes,” he said.

      Her gaze narrowed. “You actually believe that.”

      “I wouldn’t say it if I didn’t mean it.”

      Mack smirked. “And do you always tell the truth?”

      “When I’m not on an op, yeah.” He shrugged. “Why would I lie? I don’t care what other people think.”

      Her mouth dropped open. “You’re...you’re telling the truth.”

      Dante looked at Ryan with an is-she-for-real expression. “Should we get onto my task here?”

      “But,” Mack interrupted. “Everybody lies.”

      Dante gave her a cold stare. “I don’t.”

      “But—”

      “Are we gonna have a problem, miss?” he asked.

      “You....you don’t—”

      Lexi grabbed her friend’s shoulders and turned her around. “No problem, Dante. Good to have you on the team.” She pulled Mack back to her workstation, talking to them all the while. “She’s a human lie detector. And she’s just never met anyone who doesn’t lie.”

      Mack frowned at Dante over her shoulder, as if she expected him to sprout antenna or scales. “People lie,” she whispered. “But he wasn’t lying when...maybe he believes he—”

      “Time to stop talking,” Lexi said to her. “Oh, and boss? McRaven’s on the move. Should I have the team grab her?”

      “No. Have them hang back. Let her go. We have the tracker.”

      “You sure, sir?” Mack asked, completely professional again. “McRaven is tricky. She might know about the bug and just be fooling you.”

      Ryan thought about that. “No. She really did believe she’d gotten the upper hand on me. She didn’t suspect a bug.”

      “You must be a good actor,” she said.

      A good actor? Hardly. More like a man lost in lust. He’d barely remembered what he’d been supposed to do when in Sutton’s embrace. But this time, he’d find out everything she knew and he’d bring her in.

      He grabbed an earpiece and radio. “Dante, you’re with me. Lexi, can you track on the move?”

      She nodded and grabbed a radio and her laptop. “I’m ready.”

      “Mack, you’ve got HQ. Stay on top of the police traffic.”

      “Copy that.”

      They left at a run. It was time to bring Sutton in.
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      Sutton had taken a circuitous route to the cemetery, using buses and cabs. She was sure no one followed her when she walked into the main entrance. She needed a map or directions. There were thousands of dead service men and women buried in Arlington Cemetery, with burials going on every day. The place was huge.

      Within moments, she’d found a visitor kiosk and tapped in Mark’s last name. There were five Rollins buried here. But only one was from the World War Two era. It would be a bit of a jaunt to walk to it, but the day was nice and the air crisp. She should also have a good view of her surroundings.

      She left the building without feeling any prickles of warning that someone had eyes on her, but she stayed sharp and walked within the trees as much as possible. It took her about fifteen minutes of fast walking to get to the grave she needed.

      Euclide Nelson Rollins. A lieutenant when he died at age twenty-five. So young. She paused a moment and thanked him for his service.

      She lifted her head and glanced all around. Nothing but lines of white tombstones in every direction on a seemingly unending green field. No one near her. But that didn’t mean she hadn’t been followed, just that she couldn’t see them. The skin on the back of her neck started to prickle with unease. She always followed her gut instinct and right now it told her she was too exposed.

      After another glance around, she studied the tombstone in front of her. A small green plastic vase attached to the side held some daisies. They still had their petals, so they weren’t too old. No gravesite held dead flowers. The caretakers saw to that.

      She knelt and examined the base of the stone. “What the hell am I looking for, Mark? Did you bury something?”

      Omigod, please let me not have to dig up his grandfather.

      That would mean breaking in to the cemetery at night and she really didn’t want to do that. The idea felt not only sacrilegious, but also dishonorable. Her fellow brothers- and sisters-in-arms deserved their peace.

      She crouched in front of the tombstone and ran her hands over it. There couldn’t be a secret drawer in it, could there? Then she snorted. Like Mark had time to carve it out? She sat back on her haunches, which brought her eye-to-petal with the daisies.

      Mark hadn’t died that long ago. He must have brought the flowers. If he’d been here within the last few days then the flowers would still be alive. She stood up, yanked the daisies out and peered into the plastic vase.

      Nothing but water.

      She crushed the stems in her grip. Something scraped her palm. She shook the flowers just a little and a slender gray flash drive separated from the stems. She smiled.

      Nice wo—

      “Get down!” Ryan shouted from a distance.

      She didn’t question. She dropped to the ground.

      Crack!

      A chunk of tombstone blew apart.

      Fuck! Someone was shooting at her. She scurried behind a headstone. Where was Ryan? That had been his voice warning her.

      She pulled her Glock from her shoulder holster and chambered a round. From the look of the bullet hole in the headstone, the shooter would have to be in the trees not far in front of her. Ryan’s voice came from her left.

      She could either move toward him and safety, or away and see whether she and Ryan could corner this asshole.

      She took a breath and rolled right.

      Crack!

      The shot hit a headstone to the left of where she’d been. The shooter had expected her to go the other way and hadn’t had time to compensate. One point for her.

      “Ryan?” she called out.

      “Yeah?” His voice came from the left, closer to the trees.

      They could get this sucker.

      “Do you remember that time in Kabul?”

      “Why the hell did I know you were going to say that?”

      Another shot rang out. This time far to the left. The shooter was trying to pick off Ryan now.

      “Sutton, just stay put. My team is almost here and so are the cops.”

      Which meant she had to leave now.

      “On three,” she yelled back. Please, Ryan, do this for me.

      “Damn it, Sutton.”

      “One,” she yelled.

      “Sutton!” His voice was the snap of a whip.

      “Two,” she called.

      She could hear his cursing.

      “Three!”

      She threw herself from her spot and fired in the direction of the shooter while she sprinted farther away. From the echoing of shots, Ryan did the same. He’d come through for her.

      Sirens wailed in the distance. More gunfire joined the first. She couldn’t stick around. She took a chance and just sprinted full out away from the action, leaving Ryan and his team to deal with it. The slick stone wall of the cemetery rose in the distance, tall and imposing. She’d never make it over with someone firing at her.

      The gunfire stopped. She slowed just a little because this might turn into a long run and she needed to pace herself. A whisper of sound behind her was her only warning. She dodged but too late.

      Someone tackled her, taking her to the ground. Someone muscular and large. He rolled just before they hit so she landed on him instead of the ground. She recognized the feel of that hard chest.

      “Ryan.” She pushed herself up and off him. “We’ve got to stop meeting like this.” She stayed in a crouch, scanning the area behind them.

      “You shouldn’t have run, Sutton.” Ryan stood and crossed his arms, making his biceps bulge under the long-sleeved T-shirt he wore. “The shooter took off. My team is trying to intercept him.”

      She stood as well. “This proves I’m being set up.” She casually started to walk through the headstones. He let her get five feet away before he started to follow. She needed more distance between them. She wouldn’t win a fight by kissing him today. Her only hope was to outrun him and for that, she needed a head start.

      He scowled and matched her pace. Not coming any closer but not letting her get any farther either. “If you’re innocent, then you should stick around.”

      Now it was her turn to scowl. “And get shot?”

      “What did you find in the vase?”

      She didn’t flinch but it was close. She shrugged. “Dirty water and daisies.”

      “Damn it, Sutton. I’m trying to help you.”

      She glared at him. “No, you’re not. You’re a retired SEAL commander, hired by DHS to do a job. And that job is to apprehend me. Whether or not I’m innocent.”

      He’d moved a step closer while she’d ranted. She took a calming breath and kept backing up. She couldn’t let her emotions rule her. “Let me go,” she said. “I’ll find the killer. Then you can bring me and him in.”

      “Do you have a lead?”

      “I’m obviously on the right track,” she said. “Or else someone wouldn’t be shooting at me.”

      Shouts and sirens seemed to echo around them.

      He sighed. “I’ll take care of this. And then I’m coming for you.” He jogged back the way they’d come.

      She made it over the wall safely, but the confidence of his last words made her feel anything but safe.
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      Sutton took a circuitous and long route to the apartment, continually checking for any tails. How had she been taken by surprise? A yawn overtook her. Only getting a few hours’ sleep here and there in the last forty-eight was affecting her. And affecting her judgment. She made it to the safe house and tromped upstairs.

      The first thing she did was plug the flash drive into her laptop and download all the files. A backup was always useful. She groaned when she opened the files.

      Encrypted.

      “One problem after another, Mark,” she muttered.

      She rubbed at her dry eyes and yawned again. The adrenaline rush had taken more out of her than she’d thought. Time to get some sleep and then she’d tackle the encryption.

      She undressed and slid between the sheets for a short nap.

      Too soon, her eyes snapped open. The light in the room had changed. She estimated she’d been asleep for about an hour. Not long enough, but it would have to do.

      She frowned. What had woken her? There was no noise in the silent apartment and the street sounds were muted through the glass of the windows. Something niggled at the back of her mind, demanding her attention. She let her thoughts wander over to it and around it. She’d missed something important, her instinct said.

      How had Ryan come to be at Arlington Cemetery? She’d bet her life she hadn’t been followed. But he’d known to be there. She might have suspected him of something nefarious, except he’d saved her from the shooter. She frowned. So how had he known to be there?

      Shit!

      She sat straight up in bed, and the sheet fell to her waist. He must have bugged her when they’d had that fight.

      “I’m so freaking stupid!”

      “I wouldn’t call you stupid, Sutton,” Ryan drawled from the hallway. “Just a little slow sometimes.”

      She squeaked and pulled the sheet up to her chest. Double shit! Ryan was in the apartment.

      His smug face appeared in the doorway to the bedroom. He lost his smirk and his eyes darkened when he gazed at her, sitting in the middle of the bed with the sheet just covering her chest.

      “We need to talk,” he said gruffly, but he didn’t look away, capturing her gaze with his.

      Her heart beat harder in her chest, aware of her partial nakedness beneath the thin sheet. Only a few steps and crumbling willpower separated them. Neither of them moved.

      Yet.

      Memories of the earlier kiss made her skin heat. The sheet felt rough against her suddenly sensitive skin. She licked dry lips and Ryan’s gaze followed the movement of her tongue.

      A sense of power uncurled inside her. A feminine power that promised dark things, sensual things, if only she’d let it out.

      Ryan still hadn’t moved.

      She let the power fill her and she dropped the sheet, revealing her chest. His gaze widened and he sucked in a sharp breath. But he still didn’t move. She wanted him to move.

      She slid from the bed and stood before him in just her black underwear.

      He groaned and stepped closer as if pulled against his will. Triumph shot through her. Not triumph because she’d won, but because her body had. She wanted Ryan and now knew he wanted her too. She was safe for now. Couldn’t she take a little time to reacquaint herself with the man she’d loved?

      No. He broke your heart. Not to mention you have a murder to solve and there’s a killer after you.

      She stopped short. She must have made some kind of movement because Ryan jerked and then did an about-face.

      He squeezed his hands into fists. “Get dressed. Then we’ll talk.” He shut the door oh-so-carefully behind him.

      Sutton released a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. Tension left her shoulders and she slumped onto the bed. What had she been thinking? She couldn’t sleep with Ryan. That would be a catastrophe.

      Time to get her head on straight. For all she knew, Ryan had his team waiting outside. She parted the window blinds. Nothing unusual on the front street. Her gaze narrowed on one car where a woman with abundant dark curly hair waited in the driver’s seat, sitting patiently like a dog, gazing at the door to her apartment building, as if waiting for her owner to come out. Had she missed her earlier? Or was she Ryan’s partner?

      First things first. She searched her clothing and found a tiny transmitter stuck in the back pocket of her jeans. She cursed herself, dressed hurriedly, and strolled into the living room while she braided her hair. Ryan had her laptop open, as she’d known he would.

      “I’m surprised you don’t have backup,” she said, tying off her braid.

      “Oh, there’s someone outside,” he said, without looking up from the laptop’s screen. “As I’m sure you already know.”

      So he wasn’t lying to her. Yet. “Why are you here?”

      He sighed, but still didn’t look at her. And wasn’t that interesting? “I think that’s pretty obvious,” he said.

      “No. I mean why are you here alone. Still hoping I’ll come peacefully?”

      He set the laptop aside, squared his shoulders and faced her. She arched a brow when he visibly relaxed. Did he think she was going to walk out naked? She almost laughed.

      “I want to know what happened at the cemetery,” he said.

      “And I think that’s pretty obvious. Someone tried to kill me.”

      He scowled and rubbed his face. Oh, she was getting under his skin. This was almost fun.

      “Yes,” he said. “But were they after you specifically, or just sitting on the grave for the first person to show up?”

      She began to pace. That feeling itched at the back of her neck again. She was still missing something. “Whoever killed Mark wants this flash drive. If they’d known it was at the grave, then they’d have taken it before I could get there.”

      “So they were after you.”

      “I wasn’t followed,” she stated emphatically. A feeling of dread curling in her stomach. She flicked the transmitter at him. “And you only found me because of the bug.”

      “Could the killer have bugged you as well?”

      She shook her head. “I just went over everything. Yours was the only transmitter I found.”

      “Fuck,” Ryan said. “Just fuck. You know what that means?”

      She did and it didn’t bode well for either of them. All thoughts of teasing Ryan left. “It means Mark’s killer has access to DHS information. Your information.” She flopped in a chair. “Shit.” She sat up straight as all the ramifications sunk in. “This apartment is compromised.”

      The urgency that had been ticking away at the back of her brain exploded in an adrenaline rush. “Grab the laptop,” she ordered and ran to the bedroom to retrieve her pack and weapon.

      Ryan’s phone buzzed. “Marchetti.” He listened and then strode for the glass balcony door, peering behind the curtain. “How many?”

      Her senses went on alert and her muscles tensed. She took the laptop from Ryan and slid it into her pack. She chambered a round in her Glock and kept an eye on the door.

      “Be ready for us.” Ryan hung up and slid the phone into his pocket. “Four armed men.”

      “Uniforms?”

      He shook his head. “Lexi said they look like street fighters.”

      “Could be anyone then.”

      She moved to the door and checked the peephole. Four men dressed in street clothes and carrying handguns stood outside.

      She leapt back and waved Ryan away. They found cover, her crouched beside the wall and Ryan flat out behind the couch, only the tip of his Sig Sauer and a small slice of his head visible.

      The door burst open.

      An object landed with a thud.

      Boom! Boom! Boom!

      Light flashed and smoke filled the room. A standard flash-bang. She peered through the smoke, not letting the noise bother her.

      They came in silent and smooth. One. Two. Three. They moved in well-trained unison. These weren’t common street thugs. The fourth didn’t come in.

      They’d have to take care of him later. She sighted the first one but didn’t pull the trigger. What if these were innocent DHS operatives? Men who’d been told Sutton was a target, and were just following orders.

      There would be no reasoning with them, but Sutton couldn’t make herself pull the trigger.

      A tattoo on the lead man caught her eye. Cyrillic Russian writing crawled across his hand and forearm. She couldn’t read it from her position but there was no way a US friendly would have Russian writing tattooed on himself.

      She pulled the trigger. Ryan did, too, within a split second after her. Two of the men dropped to the floor and lay still. The third man leapt back into the hallway. She could hear them speaking Russian outside.

      Ryan edged out and caught her eye. He motioned to the balcony. She shook her head. If they went out that way, then they’d be defenseless while they climbed; why had he even thought of it? He frowned at her. And then she realized he wanted her to leave without him. She shook her head again. They’d figure out another way.

      “Sutton. Get out while you can.”

      Anger burned in her—at him, at the situation. “I’m not leaving you to face this alone.”

      “I’m not alone,” he said. “I have backup coming.”

      “Compromised backup,” she snarled. “You won’t know if they’re here to kill you until it’s too late.”

      Shots sounded in the hallway. A gurgling scream preceded a thud. More shots and the sound of pounding feet. The smoke had cleared while everything went on.

      She caught Ryan’s gaze when he stood. She shook her head at him and motioned him back under cover. He couldn’t trust his team, but apparently the stubborn man had decided he could.

      A woman’s voice called from the hallway. “Boss? You in there?”

      “Here,” Ryan said curtly.

      The woman with dark curly hair and creamy brown skin came in, weapon in her hand, but lowered. In the hall beyond, a muscled, tattooed, mean-looking son-of-a-bitch had his back to them, his head swiveling as he watched both ends of the hall.

      Sutton stepped in front of the woman, her Glock leveled on her. “Don’t fucking move.”

      The woman squeaked, but didn’t move. “Boss?”

      “Sutton, it’s okay. She’s my backup.”

      “They’re part of your team?” Sutton let her doubt and suspicion coat her voice.

      “Yes, but she’s FBI. I trust her.”

      Sutton studied the woman a moment. Her stance was relaxed but her grip on her weapon was secure. “She’s your hacker?”

      “Yes.”

      “And the guy in the hallway?”

      “My cousin, Dante. Please don’t shoot him.”

      “I’d really appreciate that,” Dante said without turning around.

      “Lower your weapon, Sutts. We don’t have time for this.”

      She sniffed and slid her weapon back into the holster. “We need to leave. Grab the bodies and haul them in here,” she told the woman.

      The woman’s eyes narrowed and she looked at Ryan. Ryan nodded and the woman stepped out to haul the bodies inside. Ryan slid around Sutton to help. Sutton didn’t feel compelled to. She moved to the first two bodies, took pictures of their slack faces and went through their pockets.

      Nothing on them, but both bodies had tattoos that she took pictures of. More of the Cyrillic writing. She lifted the short sleeve of one man and discovered a tattoo of a fist holding an AK-47 with a red star behind it. She snapped a picture. “Someone at DHS or the CIA is working with the Russians.”

      Lexi gasped and dropped the body she was dragging. “What?”

      “We’ll explain later,” Ryan said, moving the deadweight farther into the apartment. “Let’s move.”

      “First, get rid of your cells,” Sutton said.

      Ryan tossed his into the living room and at a nod from Ryan, so did Lexi. Dante shrugged and did the same. Sutton closed the apartment door behind them. They took the stairs to the ground floor.

      “Does the car have a GPS locator on it?”

      “Of course,” Lexi said.

      “Public transit it is,” Sutton said.
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      Ryan scanned the internet cafe that Lexi had directed them to. They’d jogged a few blocks beyond the apartment building and caught a cab. Lexi knew the city and had given this address to the cab.

      Dante stood watch outside while the three of them entered. Inside the café, the smell of incense competed with fresh brewed coffee. Rickety tables and chairs sat beside worn padded armchairs. No chair matched any other, giving the place the look of a giant garage sale.

      “Security?” Ryan checked the walls and ceiling for cameras.

      “None. Don’t worry,” Lexi said. “This place is full of conspiracy theorists and anarchists. There’s no way any of them would cooperate with any government.” She stopped in front of Sutton. “Why don’t you give me the laptop and you can order coffees while I crack the encryption?”

      Ryan could see Sutton tense. She hated relying on others. “Come on, Sutton. We talked about this on the way here. She’s our best shot at seeing what’s on that flash drive.”

      Sutton grumbled something low, probably something obscene, and handed over the laptop.

      Lexi grinned. “I’d love a chai latte, thanks.”

      Ryan stepped between them before Sutton hauled off and hit the younger woman. It was like watching a puppy tease a wolf. If Sutton decided to bite, he wasn’t sure there’d be anything left of Lexi. Lexi must have realized it too, because her eyes widened and she took a step back.

      “I’ll just be over there.” She pointed over her shoulder before she went to find a seat.

      “Stop scaring her, Sunshine.”

      Sutton’s lips twisted but he swore he could see humor in her eyes before she turned away. “Coffee?” she asked.

      “Please.”

      She went to wait in line while he moved closer to the door and chose a table where he had a clear view of the street, of the café, and Lexi, who worked intently on the laptop. The street wasn’t too busy. It was an area just outside of downtown.

      Sutton dropped off a drink for Lexi before winding her way between tables toward him. Something about the way her hips moved made him think of earlier, when she’d stood mostly naked before him. He’d gone hard instantly.

      Time had been good to her. She was just a little taller than average, leanly muscled, with creamy golden skin that beckoned his touch. Her breasts, neither large nor small, seemed to him the perfect size. Her curves dipped in at the waist and then flared over her hips. Hips he wanted to grab so he could kiss and lick his way down...

      Fuck. He was hard again.

      He looked away from her and out the window. He had to control himself. This wasn’t the time or place. They may never have a time or place again.

      “So now that you believe me, what’s our next step?” Sutton asked when she slid onto the chair across from him.

      “I didn’t say I believed you.” He believed Sutton wasn’t the murderer, but he had no proof she was completely innocent.

      She tensed and a flash of something...maybe dismay, maybe hurt…tightened her features, but then she smoothed her face. Her eyes fired heat-seeking missiles at him. “What the actual fuck, Marchetti? You know I would never kill my friend.”

      “I don’t think you killed Mark,” he said. Sutton wasn’t a cold-blooded killer, unlike some in the CIA. Or at least he prayed she hadn’t changed that much. But the files being found on her work laptop...were they a frame job? Or was she a traitor?

      Some of his misgivings must have shown on his face, because though she sat back as if relaxed, her lips twisted. “You aren’t sure if I’m involved with whatever’s on the flash drive.”

      “Let’s just wait and see if Lexi can crack it.”

      Neither spoke for a few minutes. His jaw started to ache where he clenched it. The stiff tension between them was his fault.

      Sutton crossed her arms. “What happens if you decide I’m guilty of something? If you bring me in, then whoever’s after the flash drive will have a great opportunity to kill me.”

      “I’ve been thinking about that. I need a safe place for you while I go back to the DHS.”

      She rolled her eyes and huffed a breath. “A safe place? You just don’t want me to run. Are you even going to look for Mark’s killer?”

      “My only job is to find you.”

      Her eyes widened. “Are you serious? You’re going to just hand me over? Then what? Job’s done, you can go back to your damn beach house?”

      “Stop jumping to conclusions,” he snapped. “I’m not going to turn you over.”

      “Not yet,” she sneered. Her gaze moved beyond him to study the room and the street beyond.

      “If you run,” he said softly, “I will find you and I will turn you over.”

      Her lip curled. “You can try.”

      This wasn’t going the way he wanted it to. He scrubbed a hand over his face before taking a sip of his coffee. Dark roast with the perfect amount of cream. She’d remembered.

      Tension radiated off her. Usually she held her emotions so tight even he’d had a hard time seeing through her mask when they’d been lovers. Now, she seemed almost fragile.

      “Is this an act?” he asked, his voice curt and harsh. The thought of her lying about her vulnerability infuriated him.

      She stiffened. “What?”

      “You pretending...” He waved a hand toward her. “That you’re hurt and...vulnerable.”

      Her eyes dropped, even as her lips pressed together. When she lifted her gaze, the cold, calculating CIA agent he remembered looked back at him. His heart squeezed just a little at the loss of the other Sutton, but that woman wasn’t real, he reminded himself. He’d found that out the hard way years ago.

      “There’s the woman I remember,” he said quietly.

      The skin around her eyes tightened and if he didn’t know her, he’d swear he’d hurt her with those words. But this was Sutton McRaven, famous for her armor and her lethalness.

      “I won’t be locked away while you try to decide if I’m innocent or guilty.” Her voice had the professional edge he remembered when she interrogated prisoners. Hard, cold, deadly sharp. She’d never spoken to him using it.

      His muscles tensed and he forced himself to relax. He could subdue her if he had to, but not before their struggle alerted the authorities to their presence, and then he’d be forced to bring her into DHS. And that was something he wanted to avoid until he had all the facts. He glanced at Lexi, who tapped keys and frowned at the laptop. It didn’t look like she was making a lot of progress.

      “What do you suggest?” He turned back to Sutton.

      She paused a moment, as if he’d surprised her with his question. She arched a brow. “We both continue the search for the killer. It would be beneficial if we could share information.”

      Could he trust her? His heart said yes, even though she’d hurt him so many years ago. He decided his heart wasn’t reliable where Sutton was concerned.

      Sutton set her coffee down and placed her hands in her lap where he couldn’t see them. She watched him and he watched her, just as carefully. Her breathing was even and controlled, her gaze steady, her lips relaxed, but there was still that tightness around her eyes, like some kind of emotion was trying to break through her skin.

      “You can trust me,” she said quietly. “I need to be cleared in order to go back to living my life. I’m the one who should be wondering if I can trust you.”

      He sipped his coffee, not because he wanted it, but to show that he didn’t care that he couldn’t see her hands and whether or not they were going for a weapon. “What you say makes sense.” He set the coffee down and leaned forward. “I trust that you want to clear your name and will do whatever you need to accomplish that. I have no idea why you would trust me, beyond the fact that you once trusted me with your heart and your life. You can trust me again.”

      “I have to trust you with my life,” she said. And the unspoken words reverberated between them. She’d never trust him with her heart again. Her face revealed nothing of her emotions, if she was even feeling anything at all. Part of him despaired at the idea that this meant nothing to her, or rather, that he meant nothing to her. The urge to pull her into his arms and kiss the CIA mask away almost overwhelmed him. He gritted his teeth and picked up his coffee again.

      “Look,” she said. “I can see that you’re not happy about working with me. Well, I feel the same. I don’t totally trust you, but we need each other.”

      He shook his head. “You need me more than I need you.”

      A frustrated grimace crossed her face for a split second before she continued.

      “If we share information,” she said, “how do I know that you’re not just going to hand it over to DHS?”

      How could he convince her that he wouldn’t double-cross her? Especially when he wasn’t sure he could trust her? If this had been the consulting firm, they’d just sign a legal and binding contract and whether he liked the person or not, he was working with them.

      He wondered whether it would work. “Hire me,” he said.

      She started. “What?”

      He’d surprised a reaction out of her and that almost made him smile, but he held it in, knowing she’d misinterpret it.

      “If you hire me as a consultant, then I work for you.”

      She huffed a breath. “Seriously? How would that help us?”

      “A simple contract between the two of us.”

      “And the terms of this contract?”

      “We share all information.”

      “Okay,” she said slowly. “And you do not turn me over to the authorities.”

      “Of course,” he said.

      “And we share our plans with each other.”

      He held up a hand. “But we both must agree to the plan before we implement it.”

      She hesitated a moment. “Fine. Agreed.”

      He couldn’t hide his smile for what came next. “Since you’re hiring me, we’ve got to figure out payment.”

      She shifted in her seat and then her face became blank, though her gaze remained a brilliant steely gray-green. Would he ever see it darken with desire to the color of a forest again? Sutton glanced at Lexi, obviously evaluating whether his help was worth it. It made him want to laugh.

      “I don’t have a lot of money.”

      “I don’t want money.” His voice had been too low, too rough. He was showing his hand.

      A tremor went through her before she stopped it. “What do you want?” she said, her words launched like missiles at him.

      Visions of their time together assailed him, the times before they’d broken up, before he’d asked her to marry him, before she’d left his life. He wanted that back. But he couldn’t ask for that.

      “I want a picture of my beach.” He gave a one-shouldered shrug. “I saw the picture in your bedroom. I want something like that, but taken at night. With the moon out.” He half wondered where these crazy demands were coming from. But he didn’t want the picture from her wall, he realized. He wanted her to come to his beach house. Even for just a day.

      She blinked multiple times, but didn’t say anything for long seconds. “I would have to go to your beach.”

      “You can come for a weekend. Take as many photos as you like.” Crap. Had he sounded too eager?

      “A...weekend.” She said the word as if she were testing it for explosives.

      He nodded, as though this were a sane plan. “Come to my beach house, just to hang out, relax, and take pictures. Just something that two...friends would do.”

      “We’re not friends.”

      “We were once.”

      Again, it took her so long to speak he feared he’d lost her.

      “So in order to have you help me, I have to pay you with a picture of your beach.”

      “A new picture. Not the one in your bedroom.”

      She sat back in her chair and her eyes narrowed. “What are the stakes?”

      “What do you mean, stakes?”

      “There’s no reason to follow a contract unless there’s a consequence if you break it. I sure as hell won’t be able to sue you if you break a contract with me so you can hand me over to the DHS. What are the penalties if we break the contract?”

      All sorts of possibilities raced through his head. Most of them dirty. What he wanted was a night of wild sex with Sutton. He’d craved it ever since he’d heard her voice on the phone. “Why would we even follow through with these consequences?”

      Her lips twisted. “Because you’re supposed to be honorable and keep your word.”

      He opened his mouth and her face twisted into an angry snarl that a mountain lion would envy. “If you question my honor, then we are done.” She said the words quietly but the steel in them rammed his chest hard.

      He said the only thing he could. “I trust you. What do you want my consequence to be if I breach the contract?”

      She gave him a big fat fake smile. “You have to sell me your beach house...for a dollar.”

      His jaw dropped. Was this woman put on the planet just to drive him insane? He’d saved for years to buy that house. He narrowed his eyes, studying her. Two could play this game. “Fine.”

      “What do you want from me?” Her voice held a superior lilt that made him itch to get the upper hand. And he would.

      “If you withhold information, or make a plan without me, then you have to marry me.”

      And now it was her turn to impersonate a gaping fish. “Are you serious?” Her voice was strangled by some emotion. He thought it might be horror.

      He laughed but it held a savage edge. “Fuck, no, I’m not serious. I know how you hate marriage. And especially the idea of marriage to me.” He shrugged, willing himself not to show any emotion, not to let any whisper of the hurt he’d carried these ten years to enter either his face or his voice. “Though that might make you follow the terms. But I know you won’t break the contract. If you do, I’ll hunt you down and put you in jail myself.”

      She just studied him. “So we have a truce?”

      “Basically.” And he wondered whether he’d lost his fucking mind. But then, Sutton had always made him feel like that, teetering on the edge of insanity. “We share information. We work together to clear your name and find Mark’s killer.”

      Her face hardened. “If you’re expecting a kiss to seal the deal, then you’ll have to wait till hell freezes.” She stuck out her hand. “You’re hired.”
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      Sutton sat back in her chair. He wanted her to take pictures of his beach. That meant she would have to go to his beach. What had she gotten herself into?

      Something that she’d wanted for too many years.

      No!

      She wasn’t supposed to want that weekend. Or anything else. She’d made this deal because she needed information that only Ryan could get, and access to his resources. But he didn’t really trust her. So she would keep to their silly contract, prove her innocence, and spend a weekend relaxing with him on a beach and taking photos—something she loved to do, no matter who she was with. And then she would never see him again.

      Something inside her wilted at that thought.

      “Do we need anything in writing?” she asked as coolly as she could manage.

      “No. Just remember the deal, Sunshine. And that you won’t be able to hide anywhere on Earth if you break it.”

      “I’m innocent and I won’t run.”

      “Then share what you’ve got so far.”

      She clenched her fists at his tone, but someone had to go first and she would bring this relationship back to being professional. She waved a hand at Lexi. “I already am.”

      “You’ve got nothing else?”

      She held in her sigh. “My sister at the police department says there was a print from the struggle at Mark’s apartment. But the DHS took the evidence.”

      He nodded and lost himself in thought. “I’ll track that down.”

      “I have the pictures of the dead Russians,” she said. “We need to ID them.”

      “I’ll send them to a member of my team.”

      “You trust them?”

      “She’s another member of the FBI who had no connection to this case before being pulled in.

      “What else do you have?” he asked.

      She showed her empty hands. “That’s it.”

      He sighed. “So we don’t have much.”

      Sutton looked at Lexi. “We have whatever’s on that flash drive and a connection to the Russians and my unit. And somewhere there’s a print that we need to find.”

      Lexi looked up just then and waved them over.

      Sutton took her coffee with her.

      “You guys finished having your serious discussion?” Lexi asked when they settled into chairs beside the younger woman. Close enough she could see the screen but far enough that she could get away if she needed to.

      “What do you mean?” Sutton asked.

      Lexi grinned. “Lots of scowling and growling coming from your table. Almost like two cats in heat. Honestly, it was hard to watch.”

      Sutton felt her face heat, even as she longed to break the laptop over the other woman’s head. “Did you crack it or not?”

      Lexi grinned. “I’m a freaking genius. Of course I cracked it. I finished awhile ago and just wanted to wait until you’d finished flirting with each other.”

      “Lexi,” Ryan said in his low listen-to-me-or-I’ll-fuck-you-up voice. “What did you find?”

      The smile left her face and she spun the laptop to face them. “It looks like files on CIA missions. I hope it makes sense to you, because it means nothing to me.”
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      Ryan, Lexi, and Dante walked into their HQ. They’d dropped Sutton off at Ryan’s hotel room. She hadn’t been happy about that, but he really couldn’t see her being of any further use. The best thing she could do was stay under cover until this was over.

      “Give the photos of the dead men to Mack, but only to her. I want you two to track down who those men are,” Ryan said to Lexi just before they entered. “Keep this quiet from everyone else.”

      “You’re the boss,” Lexi said.

      He wondered whether she even cared that he was keeping secrets from the rest of the team. Not that either woman had really bonded with their teammates. Interdepartmental teams always had issues, and for this mission, he was going to use those to his advantage.

      Inside, he went straight to the three other men DHS had given him. “Tony, what’s McRaven doing now? Edworthy, what did you find out from the police? “

      “We lost her,” Tony said. “The tracker stayed at the apartment she’d been at. A police report called in shots fired. Apparently, four dead bodies have been found at the place we’d tracked her to. We need to send someone over there to go over the scene. I can’t believe she’d kill four innocent men.”

      “Why don’t you take Phil and go do that.”

      Tony nodded, but didn’t leave; he just stepped back so Edworthy could speak. “The autopsy showed that Rollins had been tortured before he was killed.”

      “So the killer wanted information from him,” Ryan said.

      “Yes,” Tony said. “But what information? The stolen CIA files?”

      “Obviously, Mark had found out about McRaven’s stealing of CIA information,” Edworthy said.

      Ryan frowned. “But it was Costa who’d copied the list of agents’ names.” He studied Edworthy. “Was there any other information in the police files? Any hard evidence, like prints from the scene?”

      “Nothing useful,” Edworthy said.

      “He’s lying,” Mack said quietly from behind him.

      Ryan glanced at her and she stared intensely at Edworthy with the focus of a marksman. Human lie detector at work.

      “Tell me what was in the report,” Ryan demanded. This had to be about the fingerprint the cops had found.

      Edworthy rolled his eyes. “They mentioned a print, but when I checked for it, it wasn’t there. No digital or hard copy of it. It must have gotten lost in the transmission.”

      “Why didn’t you mention this?” Ryan demanded.

      “Because I didn’t think it was important.” The edge in Edworthy’s voice said he’d been used to command himself and didn’t like being questioned. “We’re hunting McRaven. A random missing fingerprint, that could belong to Mark’s latest girlfriend, is not going to help us.”

      It was true that the fingerprint probably wouldn’t have revealed the killer. Anyone in the business of torturing and killing people would wear gloves. “That’s my decision to make,” Ryan said calmly, even though anger gripped him. “If you withhold information again, you’ll be off this team. And that won’t look good for your career.”

      Edworthy grimaced. “Sorry. It didn’t seem a priority.”

      “Anything else from the report that you’ve forgotten to tell me?” Ryan asked.

      “No.”

      Mack nodded at him. Truth.

      This woman was damn useful. He noticed Dante watching her just as intently as she watched Edworthy. Interesting.

      He turned back to Tony, who still stood there.

      “I have the report from the fire department,” Tony said. “It looks like it was a grenade thrown into her place. There are no security cameras in her building and the police canvassed the area but no one saw anything.” He took a deep breath and straightened. “I was in contact with McRaven before her apartment was blown up. I don’t believe she killed Mark. She wouldn’t do that. But...it’s not looking good for her. Not with those files on her laptop.”

      Mack gave him another nod. Truth.

      Damn. Either the killer had cleaned up very well or...or Sutton was lying.

      “Keep scanning the police radio for anything about McRaven,” he said. “And put together a list of potential hideouts that she’d use.” He wasn’t ready yet to share with these men that he and Sutton had entered into an agreement.

      He made sure Mack, Lexi, and Dante had everything they needed to track down the dead Russians. Then he gave Tony, Edworthy, and Phil more inconsequential tasks that would keep them out of the way. He stepped into the hall and took a moment to call the burner number Sutton had given him. She didn’t answer.

      Was she sleeping? He swore silently. More likely she’d gotten an idea and decided to follow it rather than staying in his hotel room, out of sight.

      How was he supposed to trust her if she’d broken their contract already?
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      Sutton prowled around Ryan’s hotel room. She hated being cooped up while other people worked on finding Mark’s killer. She especially hated being in Ryan’s hotel room. It was obvious he hadn’t spent much time here, but his toiletries sat on the bathroom countertop and his duffel was open on the dresser. A binder of notes sat beside it.

      She poked through his things without much enthusiasm, knowing she wouldn’t find much. The man defined Spartan. The notes seemed to be from a leadership course and from his scrawled handwriting on the various pages, he was the teacher. It surprised her that he’d ended up teaching, but she suspected he was good at it.

      His scent, masculine and spicy, drifted up from the open duffel. Memories of weekends wrapped in each other’s arms floated up as well. She yanked the zipper shut and went back to pacing.

      The facts of the case so far didn’t add up to much.

      She’d already spent an hour staring at the missions listed on Mark’s drive. Each had been a mission her team had been on. That she had been on.

      She couldn’t figure out anything from them. She had no idea why Mark had singled out these missions from the hundreds they’d done over the years. The latest one being the mission where Anna had died. The team consisted of the same ten men and women in each of the named missions, including Mark, Anna, Tony, and herself. She trusted each and every name on that list, including Edworthy, who had been their digital overwatch.

      She itched to do something. Going back to Mark’s might yield more information, but she’d told Ryan she wouldn’t do that. Her lips twisted. That had been a stupid move on her part.

      She yanked out her phone and called Amelia.

      “Detective McRaven.”

      “It’s me,” Sutton said. “Got anything new on the case?”

      “Hey, Mom,” Amelia said. “I can’t talk now. Can I meet you for coffee later?”

      So people could hear Amelia. “Where and when?” Sutton asked.

      She named a place. “How about in thirty minutes? Looking forward to catching up.”

      “Sounds good and text me an X at this number if it’s not safe.”

      “Okay. Bye, Mom.” Amelia cut the connection.

      Sutton snagged her pack and walked out. She didn’t feel any guilt about leaving the hotel room. She’d agreed to not go to any crime scenes or anywhere dangerous, but she was just meeting her sister for coffee. Besides, Amelia had information and Sutton needed it.

      Sutton found directions to the coffee shop and caught a cab. Within twenty minutes, she was in front of a cute little mom-and-pop coffeehouse. Something that totally fit Amelia’s down-to-earth personality. The place was quiet this late in the afternoon, but had a steady flow of customers. Sutton scanned the ones sitting at tables when she walked in.

      Two moms with babies gossiped in the corner, while three white-haired gentlemen drank coffee and chatted by a table near the door. A woman with a laptop and headphones worked away and sipped from a large mug without looking up from her screen. Amelia wasn’t here yet.

      “Can I help you, ma’am?” The guy behind the counter was young—pimples still decorated his cheeks—but obviously old enough to be out of school. He must be in his early twenties.

      “Two lattes.” She gazed through the glass of the counter to the baked goods displayed below. Her stomach rumbled. “And two chocolate croissants.”

      She grabbed a table where she could see the door, the exit to the kitchen, and through the front window. She’d finished her pastry by the time Amelia strode through the door. Everyone looked up. Amelia radiated stress with her tense muscles and worried gaze that swept the coffee shop. Sutton waved her over, indicating the coffee and croissant.

      “Omigod, thank you.” She held the latte up to her nose and breathed in the smell before taking a sip. “I so needed this.”

      Sutton let her take a few sips and relax before pressing her. “What did you find out?”

      Amelia took one more sip and then set her coffee down. “I don’t have much, but I was able to track down that print.”

      Sutton’s heart leapt. “You did?”

      Amelia grimaced. “Don’t get excited. I tracked the paperwork for it going to the lab, but when I checked, it had never gotten there. DHS intercepted it for their labs.”

      There was a puppet master at DHS controlling everything now and the itch between her shoulder blades told her she needed to cut the strings fast. “I’ll check with my people but I don’t think it made it to any lab.”

      “Your people?” Amelia asked. “You’re working with someone you trust.”

      “Mostly,” she said. Did she trust Ryan? Their bizarre deal said no, but her gut trusted him to be honest with her. Either way, she had a problem. “Someone is burying that evidence.”

      “Or they’ve destroyed it altogether.”

      “Well, you’re a ray of fucking sunshine,” Sutton said.

      Amelia shrugged. “Sorry, but it’s what I’d do if I was the killer.”

      Damn it. She ran a hand through her hair. “This doesn’t help me, but it does confirm that the killer is part of the DHS. Maybe even a part of the team tracking me.”

      “Could someone higher up have ordered the evidence destroyed?”

      “No, they’d have to do it themselves; otherwise, there’d be loose ends. I’ll have my friend look into it, just in case.” She looked at her sister. “Do you have anything else?”

      “No,” Amelia said. “I just needed to see you to make sure you were okay. Talk around the station is that you’re a traitor. Nobody says it to my face, but I hear the whispers. Fucking pricks.” She set her latte down. “A small task force has been set to track you down.”

      Sutton glanced out the glass windows of the cafe. Had someone followed Amelia?

      “Please,” Amelia said, as if she’d read Sutton’s mind, or face. “I lost my tail before I came here. But I probably won’t be able to see you again. And they’ll definitely be bugging my phone after this.”

      “I won’t call again,” she promised.

      “Call if it’s urgent.” She reached her hand across the table and squeezed Sutton’s. “You’re more important than my job. I won’t see you go down for something you didn’t do.”

      Sutton squeezed her hand back just as her phone buzzed. Ryan calling. She glanced around. One of the babies cried. An old man at the table by the door laughed too loudly. She’d never be able to pretend she was still safely at the hotel and she didn’t want to fight with him on the phone.

      She ignored the call, knowing that he’d go to physically check on her at the hotel next. She probably had thirty minutes before he got there. “Time for me to go.”

      They both rose.

      “Sorry I didn’t have any good news,” Amelia said. “But I thought you should know it seems like an inside job.”

      Sutton nodded. “And now I have to find out why.”

      They hugged and Sutton left first. It took her twenty minutes to get back to the hotel using a cab. She’d need to get more cash soon. Maybe Ryan would lend her some. At least she didn’t have to sleep on the street tonight. Maybe she could even shower in peace.

      With those thoughts, she opened the hotel room door and halted when she saw Ryan by the window with his arms crossed over his chest.

      “Where the hell have you been?”
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      Ryan waited as Sutton took off her jacket and placed it and her pack carefully on the desk.

      “Answer me,” he growled, stalking toward her. “Where the hell were you?”

      “You need to cool off,” she said. “I’m not your prisoner.”

      Anger shot through him like a rush of adrenaline. “You can be.”

      She spun to him. “You won’t be any more successful this time than last.”

      He moved closer to her and pulled out his phone. “I only need to make a phone call and this hotel would be surrounded in minutes. Security cameras would monitor everything within blocks. You’d be caught.”

      “You’re a fucking asshole.”

      He slammed a hand down on the desk. “Goddammit, Sutton! How the fuck could you take this chance? Everyone is looking for you.”

      Sutton gave an exaggerated sigh, and it pissed him off. “They have no clue where to find me, unless you tell them,” she said.

      He prowled closer, his breathing taut as he tried to rein in his irritation. Only Sutton could drive him this crazy. “You know how easy it is to make a mistake,” he said. “You’ve tracked tons of terrorists.”

      She scowled. “I am not a terrorist.”

      He shrugged, but held her gaze. “Semantics.”

      Her face flushed. “Yes, I’ve tracked a ton of targets, which is why I know how to avoid detection.”

      “Don’t be so fucking cocky,” he snarled and stepped so close their chests almost touched.

      “I will not hide. Not while I can do something to fix this mess.”

      She was so close, he could smell her. Soap, sunshine, and sea. Don’t lose focus. “You broke our contract,” he said softly. “I can haul you in right now.”

      She shook her head and opened her mouth, but no words came out. She knew she’d broken it. A sense of triumph went through him.

      “It was for a good reason,” she said.

      His anger began to cool, but the tension riding him didn’t lessen. “What reason?”

      “I met with my sister.”

      “And?” He snapped the word like a whip.

      “The fingerprint found at the apartment was lost.” She finger-quoted the last word.

      “I already had Edworthy looking into this.” He shook his head slowly, but didn’t break eye contact with her. “You left without checking with me. And for what? Information I already had access to?”

      Her chin lifted. “I needed to see my sister, to let her know I’m okay.”

      “You’re not fucking okay. You’re being hunted for treason and murder.” He struggled to stay calm. Did the woman not realize the danger she was in? How could he keep her safe if she didn’t listen to him, didn’t trust him, didn’t share her plans with him? He needed a way to make her follow their contract.

      Her face had flushed. He glanced at her lips. He remembered how soft they were.

      Fuck, he wanted to kiss her. He took a step back. Now was not the time. He had to make sure she didn’t do anything reckless again.

      “You need a consequence,” he said, and couldn’t help how low and rough his voice was.

      Her eyes widened. “Wha..what?”

      “You broke the contract on the same day we made it.” The anger stirred in him again. “How can I trust you? I don’t think you’re guilty, but you’re acting awfully suspicious. I don’t want to bring you in.” Not really. Not yet, he realized. Shit. He was totally emotionally compromised.

      She took a deep breath and straightened. “Then give me a consequence. Something I’ll hate.”

      It didn’t even take a second before the words burst from him, like bullets from a rifle. “Sleep with me.”

      He instantly regretted what he’d said. Her eyes got impossibly wide and she sucked in a gasp. Fuck. What had he done? Why had he said that?

      But she didn’t step back. She didn’t yell. She...considered. He wanted to squirm under her gaze and he felt compelled to explain. He opened his mouth to do just that, to tell her he didn’t mean it, that it wasn’t something he’d ever force on her.

      “Okay,” she said.

      His whole body locked up with that one word. She was agreeing to it? What the actual fuck?

      Did that mean she thought it was a repulsive idea and therefore it was a good consequence? Or did she think that it wasn’t a horrible suggestion? That it was just something that wasn’t in either of their best interests and therefore an acceptable consequence?

      Or did she actually want to sleep with him?

      No. It was probably an acceptable consequence. Something that wasn’t horrific, but not something she wanted either. Just like the selling of his beach house.

      His shoulders slumped at the thought and he knew he’d never enforce the terms of their contract. He swallowed, but she couldn’t know that. “It’s a deal.” He took one more step away. He felt as if he’d built an even higher wall between them, a wall impossible for him to climb.
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      It was a deal. Sutton leaned against the desk and watched Ryan step farther away from her, his eyes shuttered.

      “Let’s start fresh.” She wanted him to understand. “You see why I have to do everything I can to help myself, right?”

      He sat on the bed. “Yes. And for the record, I’d probably be doing everything you are.”

      That made her smile. “Don’t try to keep me cooped up and safe. I’m good at this kind of thing. Let me help.”

      His eyes narrowed as he surveyed her. “You might be good at spook stuff, but you suck at working on a team.”

      She arched an eyebrow and then sat next to him on the bed. “Maybe because I’m used to being team leader.”

      “No,” he said seriously. “You’re used to ordering teams around, but you’ve never really worked on a team, been a part of one. If you go off on your own, then you’re a liability.”

      A liability? “What the hell, Ryan? I’m a valuable asset. You’d be lucky to have me on your team.”

      He straightened and faced her squarely. “Yes, I would be lucky to have someone as experienced as you on my team—as long as you followed orders.” He shook his head slowly. “But, Sunshine? You don’t follow anyone’s orders but your own.”

      She opened her mouth to rebut his statement, and then shut it while she thought about what he’d said. Wasn’t she a good team player? She thought back to all of her missions during her career. Most of them had her playing a solo role within the op. It was what CIA field agents trained for, to survive and complete missions on their own.

      “I’m half sorry I’m telling you this, Sunshine, because at the rate you were doing things, we’d be sleeping together within a day or two.” He shrugged. “But I can’t let what I want interfere with this mission. We have to find Mark’s killer.”

      She had no words. And not just to his statements about her not being a team player. He’d just admitting to wanting to sleep with her. It stole her breath. What would it be like to sleep with Ryan again? Memories of being naked in bed with him so many years ago surfaced. From the way his eyes darkened, he remembered too. She licked her dry lips and his gaze went there and then back to hers.

      “I want you,” he said, his voice low and rough with need. “Tell me you want me too.”

      Her body leaned toward him. She wanted—no, needed—to kiss him, to get lost in his touch. If only for a minute, an hour. “I...”

      He leaned in. So close and not close enough. “Tell me, Sutton,” he demanded. “Tell me to kiss you, to take your clothes off, to fuck you like I’ve been dying to.”

      She swallowed, trapped in his gaze, his voice, not even trying to break free. Her breath came too quick, too shallow. Her hand lifted. She wanted to touch him again. One last time before this mess was over, before they went their separate ways.

      Their separate ways.

      She stopped leaning in. Once this was over, they would still be the guy looking for the calm, retired beach life and the woman who couldn’t stop working. There was no hope for them.

      She straightened, pulling back from him and all that he offered. Disappointment clouded his gaze before she’d even said anything.

      “I’m sorry,” she said softly before standing.

      He gave her a twisted smile. “It’s okay,” he said. “I get it.”

      She tilted her head. “You get what?”

      He stood too and headed for the door. “You’re still you, and I’m still me.” He checked the peephole and then opened it. “I’m going out for a coffee. I’ll be back in a few minutes. Then we can plan our next move. Together.” His smile didn’t quite reach his eyes.

      “Wait, Ryan.”

      He paused. But what could she say? Would he consider having her even if she still worked at the CIA? Wouldn’t that disrupt his great retirement plans? Hopelessness drowned her and she could barely get the next words out.

      “Could you get me a latte?” Her insides cringed at her question, and her inner voice shouted to stop him as he nodded and shut the door behind him.

      She sank onto the bed as tears welled in her eyes. She’d just let something amazing go for a second time, and she knew it wouldn’t be offered a third. Hell, she’d be surprised if he didn’t just turn her in.

      But she couldn’t be what he wanted. And if she kissed him again, then she’d sleep with him and if she did that... Her heart twisted with remembered pain even as a silent, icy void filled her. It had taken her years to get over him the last time.

      She hit the bed with her fist.

      She couldn’t fall for him again. It would destroy her.

      Someone knocked on the door.

      Ryan.

      Her heart jumped at the thought of him back already. Did he suspect she actually wanted more? She wiped at her eyes and scrubbed her cheeks. She would be professional. It was better for both of them. Saner.

      She opened the door.

      Her heart stopped. She realized why she never let her feelings interfere with an op: it made her sloppy. She’d made a potentially fatal error.

      She hadn’t checked the peephole.

      It wasn’t Ryan.

      The man in front of her stood a few inches taller and a lot thicker. He had the same build as the killer she’d stumbled on in Mark’s apartment. Dark hair covered his head and stubbled on his protruding chin. He had a small cut on the bridge of his nose and the start of a black eye. Probably from where she’d kicked him. A snarling wolf was tattooed on the side of his neck. He grinned.

      She grabbed for her gun in her shoulder holster, but he struck her hard and fast in the face. The blow snapped her head back and she stumbled. He pushed her farther inside the room before she could recover. His other hand came up holding a gun. She snapped her arm into his, forgetting her weapon for the moment, just needing to block his gun from getting off a shot. She struck his arm and his wrist, grabbing it and bringing it hard down over her knee.

      “Suka!” he said, calling her a bitch in Russian.

      She kept hold of his gun hand even as he struck her with his other hand. She ducked her chin into her shoulder and took the blow on the side of her head. She didn’t let go even though her head swam. To let go was to die.

      She slammed his wrist over her knee again. And again.

      He grunted and the gun dropped from his fingers. She kicked it aside even as she pulled on his arm, pulling him down trying to get a hold of the back of his neck. If she could get a knee to his face, then she had a shot at survival.

      He turned his hand now that he was no longer holding a gun and gripped her arm tight. Shit. Her heart hammered. She punched at his head, now the one trying to break free. His other arm grabbed her waist, just as she elbowed his nose. He roared and threw her against the wall. Her head struck hard and she started to slide down.

      No. She couldn’t fall. She put out a hand, trying to find something to hold her upright. Her fingers hit wood and clutched at the smooth surface of the dresser. She pulled her gun.

      He kicked out. Pain lanced her side and flung her back onto the dresser, the sharp edge catching her ribs. The asshole had kicked her, but she’d held onto her weapon. She pushed off the dresser and turned, lifting her Glock. A second kick sent it flying, just as she pulled the trigger. The sound of the bullet rung her ears in the confined space.

      Shit. Her gun was on the other side of the bed.

      She managed to block his next two punches. She countered with one to his head and then body before she bumped into the damn dresser again. He pulled a knife.

      Double shit. She needed to get out of here. There was no room to move. But the asshole and his knife stood between her and the door. She launched into a furious round of strikes and kicks, aiming more to his one side, trying to shift his stance. He blocked most of them and barely seemed affected, while she panted and ached from the blocks her arms took. She wasn’t going to last much longer.

      He launched a front kick that she couldn’t avoid and it slammed her into the wall. Her back spasmed with pain.

      Don’t stop, Sutton. Keep moving.

      She dropped into a crouch, her vision blurry, and felt the brush of a kick going over her head.

      Keep moving. Find a weapon.

      She moved farther into the room, away from the door. Her hands ran along the dresser as she did.

      Her pack. Ryan’s binder. A pen.

      She grabbed her weapons and spun. She flung the binder. He laughed as he knocked it aside. But it had done its job. He’d dropped his guard for the briefest moment.

      She stabbed the pen at his eye. He jerked away at the last second and it sunk into the soft flesh of his cheek. She pushed hard and yanked down. Blood spurted onto her face and chest. He screamed and punched her again.

      But she was already gone, snagging her pack, and darting by him, racing for the door. She’d lost her weapon, but it couldn’t be helped. She sprinted for the stairs at the end of the hall. Six floors. She just had to stay ahead of him for six floors.

      She’d slammed through into the stairwell just as the first bullets bit into the wall beside her. Her body begged her to stop, but she pushed through the pain and took the stairs two at a time. She had to make it to the bottom floor.

      Her breath sounded too loud in the concrete stairwell. Someone opened the door a floor below her.

      “Get back,” she screamed.

      A woman’s eyes widened at the sight of Sutton racing down the stairs toward her. The woman clutched a boy in a ball cap to her.

      “Get back in your room!” Sutton yelled again.

      The woman yanked the boy back into the hall and the door slammed. Sutton raced by it.

      Three more floors. Another round of bullets bit into the walls when she crossed the landing. She covered her head and kept going. He was gaining on her.

      Two more flights. She needed to move faster. Her lungs burned and she pushed herself. Why hadn’t she trained more? When she’d been younger, these stairs would have been nothing. Another landing. She covered her head without slowing and darted across. Bullets whipped by her.

      Too close.

      One more flight. She could see the door.

      Don’t trip. Don’t fall. Go faster.

      The mantra reverberated through her mind. She needed to be faster.

      Then the door was there and she was through. She almost sobbed in relief until she realized the hall led to the busy lobby. One filled with innocents who didn’t deserve to be gunned down because she wanted to hide from a killer.

      Fuck. She turned away from the lobby and pushed through a set of swinging doors.

      She entered a room full of steam and large carts piled high with towels and sheets. The laundry room. There was a door on the far side. Three women stood chatting and folding towels by the opposite wall. They froze when they saw her.

      “Hide!” she ordered them as she sprinted for the door. “Now!”

      She must have scared them, because the women dropped behind one of the tables.

      Good enough.

      Sutton pushed open the door. It led outside to an alley. A bullet bit into the doorframe beside her. One of the women screamed. A glance back showed the assassin. His cheek torn open and blood streaming down his front made him seem like a ghoul from a horror movie.

      She ran out, letting the heavy door slam shut behind her. She took off for the alley entrance when a black sedan pulled up and blocked the exit.

      Fuck.

      There was nowhere else to go.
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      Ryan let the hotel room door swing shut behind him.

      “Could you get me a latte?”

      Had she really just asked him that? Like he hadn’t just bared his fucking soul to her? Fuck. He shook his head at himself. When was he going to stop expecting her to feel things like he did? She was a goddamn spook and they weren’t known for their feelings.

      He took the six flights of stairs to the lobby because he couldn’t stand the idea of being cooped up even for a short elevator ride. He strode through the lobby, his gaze automatically taking in the civilians waiting to check in or out and the hotel staff with their professional smiles.

      He pushed through the glass front doors and out into fresh air. He didn’t want coffee; he just needed to move, to get rid of this tension riding him. Tension caused by one pig-headed, gorgeous spook who wanted a fucking latte.

      He breathed deep and increased his pace. He’d always been more into their relationship than she had. Not that he’d known that. She was such a good actress. He’d thought she’d loved him. Hell, he’d asked her to marry him and she’d said no. Why did he think things would be different now?

      People edged away from him on the sidewalk and he knew his scowl was deep and fierce, but he just didn’t care that he was scaring strangers. He needed to punch something. Sutton had always driven him crazy. Crazy with need. Crazy with love. Just plain crazy. And she was doing it again.

      He had to keep things professional between them.

      Professional, like making a contract where she sleeps with him if she breaks it? Yeah, that was really fucking professional. He blew out a harsh breath. He was a former Navy SEAL commander, not a schoolboy in love for the first time.

      But he was in love.

      Dammit. He stopped walking and his shoulders sagged. That was the crux of the problem, right there. He was in love.

      And Sutton wasn’t.

      Time for him to face reality, and act like a man. The woman didn’t want him. Oh, she might want sex with him, but she didn’t really want him. It was time to move on.

      He spotted a coffee shop across the street. Might as well get her a latte and they could go back to pretending they’d never cared for each other while they hunted for a killer. And after it was over, he definitely wouldn’t make her come stay with him for a weekend to take pictures. He more than regretted the deal they’d made. She could disappear into the spook network that she loved, and he could go back to his beach house.

      Maybe he should get a dog.

      He ordered a latte and a black coffee when his phone rang.

      “Marchetti.” He stuck the phone between his chin and shoulder while he grabbed the drinks.

      “It’s Dante. Are you with Sutton?”

      Ryan stopped. The tone of Dante’s voice made him shift into full combat mode. He set the drinks on a spare table. “I’m outside the hotel. Alone. Talk to me.”

      “There’s a report of shots fired at the hotel.”

      Fuck. Sutton was on her own.

      He blasted out of the cafe and started running. “Get me eyes inside. What’s happening?”

      “Working on it.”

      “Work faster,” he snarled.

      Be safe, Sutton.

      He knew he’d just decided to play it cool with her, but the thought of her in danger brought all of his highly trained protective instincts to the forefront.

      Sirens sounded in the distance. He needed to get Sutton out before they descended on the hotel. But first he had to figure out what he was running into.

      “Talk to me, Dante. What’s happening inside?”

      “Lexi tapped into their security cameras. Sutton’s coming down the north side stairwell. A gunman isn’t far behind her.”

      Ryan slowed and eyed the lobby in front of him. Sutton wouldn’t lead a gunman into a crowd. She was used to dealing with things on her own. His gaze narrowed and he reevaluated his options and had a plan within seconds. He started running again.

      Hold on, Sunshine. I’m coming.
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      Sutton swore as the black sedan skidded and stopped at the end of the alley that led to the main street. Whoever was inside had a clear shot of her and blocked her escape route. A chain link fence closed off the other end. If she tried to climb it, the gunman would shoot her before she could make it to the top. Her stomach plummeted. Her options sucked. She had no weapon and no backup. She wasn’t sure she was going to walk away from this. A random thought speared her hard.

      She should have kissed Ryan.

      No. She wouldn’t let this be over. She wouldn’t give up. She wouldn’t give in to could-haves and should-haves. It was time to act. She’d kiss Ryan later, she promised herself.

      She panted, body aching, muscles twitching, fear spiking. Hesitation killed. That had been drilled into her by every instructor she’d ever had. She took off running toward the fence. Even a bad decision was better than no decision.

      She pushed herself hard, knowing the killer would be coming out at any second. A car door opened behind her. Her back muscles tensed.

      “Sutton!”

      Ryan’s voice. She threw her arms out for balance as she stopped, spun, and raced back toward the sedan. Ryan waved at her from the driver’s seat.

      The laundry room door opened. And she knew. She wasn’t going to make it. Ryan’s car was too far and the gunman too close.

      Ryan’s eyes narrowed and he pointed a gun at her. He tilted his head to the right. She veered in that direction, sprinting hard along the hotel’s wall. Gunfire rang out.

      A bullet bit into the brick beside her, spitting off a chunk of concrete. The killer was shooting at her. She crouched, but kept running. Twenty yards. Her arm covered her head. Ryan was firing at the other man from inside the car. Bullet holes appeared in the metal door. Ryan didn’t flinch, just kept shooting.

      Almost there.

      Ryan pushed the door wider.

      She dove inside, keeping below his gun hand, curling up on the front seat. The car lurched forward as Ryan stomped on the accelerator. The passenger door swung shut with the momentum. Ryan drove one-handed, his expression that of a hardened operator.

      “How’d you find me?” She sounded breathless and cleared her throat. “How did you know I needed you?”

      Ryan spared her a glance. “I know you, Sutton.” He looked back at the road as he swerved between cars, getting as much distance between them and the hotel as possible.

      Those words shocked her into stillness. Those words said more about their relationship than anything else. Those words squeezed her heart and wrung it dry.

      “You know me,” she whispered.

      He didn’t take his eyes off the road this time, too focused on getting them away. “I got the call about shots fired. Lexi hacked the security cameras so I knew where you were. I knew you’d come out that entrance rather than the main lobby. We worked ops together for five years. I know how you think in a crisis.”

      She deflated and sunk back against the seat. Of course. Of course that was why he’d known to be there. It was logical and the type of critical thinking all spec operators did. It wasn’t some fairy-tale reasoning that he knew her better than anyone else on this planet.

      “Thanks.” She forced a smile. “Your timing was great.” She was proud of how even and light her voice was. There was no betraying any of the feelings churning inside her, feelings she didn’t even pretend to understand.

      But there was no time to contemplate them.

      “Get rid of all electronics,” Ryan said. “They’re tracking us somehow and until we know how, we’ve got to go dark.”

      “Copy that.” She dug her burner phone out of her pack and chucked it out the window. Ryan pulled his latest phone out of his jacket pocket and did the same.

      “Laptop?” he asked.

      “It’s powered down and in the pack. But it’s my personal one. There shouldn’t be any tracking programs on it. I sweep it regularly.”

      “Tell me what happened.”

      Her face burned a little when she told him of her rookie mistake in opening the door and the subsequent fight. “He swore in Russian. Dark hair and eyes. Early thirties. Five foot ten. He had a tattoo of a wolf on his neck.”

      “We’ll get his description to Lexi and Mack and see if they can track him down.” He glanced at her. “Okay. You’re the spook. What’s our next move?”

      “Get a new car. One without GPS. And then we hunker down to plan our next step.”

      “Hunker down? Is that a spook term?”

      “An official one, of course.”

      He gave a quicksilver smile. “Of course.”

      “Let’s go steal a car and a credit card.”

      Twenty minutes later, after having relieved a tourist of their fanny pack and borrowed a beige Honda Civic, they drove into the parking lot of a hotel. It looked clean, but not fancy. Something a young family might stay at during their trip to DC.

      Sutton used the tourist’s credit card to book a room. By the time the cops caught on to the credit trail, they’d be gone. She and Ryan went to their room on the second floor. Two queen beds, a TV with a small desk underneath it.

      “Just the essentials,” she muttered.

      “Hey,” Ryan said with an easy smile. “At least we have beds.”

      “Good point.” There had been too many ops where she’d been outside on the cold ground, or getting eaten by bugs. Beds and a roof were a luxury. She sat on one and exhaustion filled her.

      “Why don’t you take a nap while I go find a phone to call in to my team?”

      She shook her head. “We need to stay off their grid completely. Someone is tracing all of their communications. Anytime we contact them, we risk exposing ourselves.”

      “So what’s our next step? Without access to my team, we’re flying blind.”

      “We need information.”

      He crossed his arms and arched an eyebrow. “And how do you propose we get that if we’re radio silent?”

      She smiled. “I have a plan.”

      “It’s never good when you smile like that.”

      She stood and walked to the bathroom.

      “Aren’t you going to tell me the plan?” he asked.

      “We’re off the grid. I need a shower and then sleep. I’ll tell you my plan later.”

      He huffed a breath. “When later?”

      She couldn’t stop the Cheshire cat grin that crawled onto her face. “After we go shopping.”

      He held his hands up in surrender. “Now I really don’t like your smile.”

      She laughed, grabbed her pack and went into the bathroom.
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      Ryan barely held himself back from following Sutton into the bathroom. They’d always used to shower together after ops, even when they were both bone-tired and could only fall into bed afterward. It had been nice to touch her and soap her back. For him, it had reaffirmed their connection, especially after an op where they had to be almost standoffish to protect their professionalism.

      He wanted to wash her back again.

      He ran a hand through his hair and made himself turn away. She’d made her feelings clear on the subject. They weren’t together and she had no interest in him any longer. He went to the window and checked the parking lot outside. He was a professional.

      His hands clenched into tight fists.

      He was a professional.

      By the time Sutton was done with her shower and came out dressed but with wet hair, he had himself under control.

      “So,” he said. “Are you going to tell me the plan?”

      She nodded. “We need information and I know where we can get it. But first we need makeovers.”

      Oh man, he wasn’t sure he liked the sound of this, or her grin. “Makeovers?”

      “Yes. Spook style.”

      He snorted. “This should be good.”

      “First, I’m going to need supplies. So we need to go shopping.”

      Shopping? Was the woman crazy? “You do know that you have every agency in DC looking for you right now?”

      “Don’t worry. They don’t have a way to track us and they haven’t put our pictures out to the general public. We avoid security cameras and get in and out quick.”

      “Out of where?”

      “The mall, of course.”

      Right. Of course. He sat on the bed. “Did you hit your head when you were fighting that guy?”

      “I need to change my appearance or this won’t work.”

      He had to unclench his jaw. “What won’t work?”

      “We’re going to break into a covert CIA building downtown and get the information we need.”

      She must have hit her head. “Why don’t we just let my team get the information? They’re all highly trained and...they don’t have to break in anywhere to get it.”

      She put her hair into a ponytail and dug a ball cap out of her pack. “Someone on your team is a traitor.” She held up her hand to stop his argument. “That or someone is tracking everything your team does. Either way, we have to investigate this thing for ourselves or we’ll be the ones in prison because we let someone frame us.”

      He chuckled. “You always did have more balls than most of my men. Tell me the plan, and I mean all the details, and then we’ll see.”

      She smiled triumphantly and he almost groaned at the sight. God, she had him wrapped around her finger. He mentally shrugged. It didn’t mean she wasn’t right. And the fact of the matter was that he trusted her; whether or not she wanted a relationship with him, he trusted her as an operator. He listened intently to what she wanted to do. He offered some adjustments, but overall it was crazy enough that it might just work.

      He stood. “Let’s go shopping.”

      An hour later, he still trusted her, but he’d never been so glad to see their cheap hotel. During their excursion, they’d both worn ball caps and sunglasses. But it still hadn’t felt safe.

      They entered with their bags and she once again absconded into the bathroom. He chucked their assorted parcels onto the desk and stretched out on the bed closest to the door. He didn’t sleep, though. Not yet. He mentally reviewed their plan, looking for any detail they’d missed. Things would probably go to hell tomorrow, but he’d been in worse situations.

      Sutton came out of the bathroom with a plastic bag wrapped around her head. “Your turn,” she said. “Do you need help?”

      He got up and grabbed what he needed. “I’ve got this, Sunshine.”

      A few minutes later, he came out of the bathroom minus the slightly long business-acceptable hair he’d been sporting for consulting. He’d used a razor to shave it right down to the scalp and then detailed a goatee on his chin out of the scruff he’d developed over the last two days. It wasn’t much in the way of disguise in his mind but when he stepped out of the bathroom, Sutton froze from where she’d been sorting toiletries she’d bought with the stolen credit card.

      He cocked his head and surveyed her. A faint blush touched her cheeks and her hand raised as if to touch the plastic bag on her head before she brought it down and straightened.

      “Perfect,” she said in a crisp voice as she looked him over. “You’ll do just fine.”

      And if it hadn’t been for the blush that still warmed her face, he would have thought her unaffected by his appearance. But that blush...

      He moved closer to her and she held her ground, but he saw her fingers tighten on the package she held. She definitely wasn’t as immune to him as she wanted him to believe.

      Not that he could or would do anything about it. He stepped back. “The bathroom’s all yours.”

      He almost laughed to see her release the breath she’d been holding. But now wasn’t the time to pursue their mutual attraction, no matter how much he might want to. She’d already warned him off; he wouldn’t cross that line again.

      “Why don’t you power down?” she said. “I’ll take the first watch.”

      No need to tell him twice. He laid on the bed closest to the door but kept his boots on, his hand on his weapon, and closed his eyes for a combat nap. He needed to be sharp for the next morning. Sutton went back into the bathroom, probably to wash the dye out of her hair.

      Sometime later, the barest whisper of sound made his eyes open. Sutton sat in the chair by the window, peeking out into the parking lot. Long dark hair shielded her face from him. She wore only a T-shirt. Her slender legs shone pale in the streetlights filtering in through the blinds.

      “Everything okay?” he asked.

      She looked at him. The dark hair framed her face, making her eyes appear bigger, even in the dim light of the room.

      “No movement outside.” She yawned.

      He got up. “Time to switch.” He nodded at the bed.

      “I’m okay.” She checked outside one more time.

      He crossed his arms. “Don’t pull that shit with me.”

      She didn’t say anything but nodded and crawled into the bed he’d just left. Something in him eased that she felt safe enough with him to get beneath the covers. Within seconds, her breathing evened out and she slept. He sat in the chair she’d just left. The warmth of her body still lingered and he couldn’t help but press back into it.
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      The next morning, Sutton parked their stolen car in a spot where it was easy to pull back into traffic. Ryan wore a ball cap and gray overalls. His goatee had filled in a little. Where Ryan looked like an ex-con who worked at a warehouse, she looked like a dowdy librarian. She’d used makeup to highlight different parts of her face, subtly changing it and to give her skin a slightly sallow look.

      Ryan checked her over one last time. “Did they teach you makeup skills in spook school?”

      She touched her long now-dark hair woven into a loose bun at the base of her neck. “And hairdressing.”

      “Have I told you how much I like the librarian look?”

      She arched a brow, knowing he was just defusing the pre-op tension with banter, especially considering she’d dressed to be drab and invisible. But she played along. “Seriously?”

      “I actually like any look on you.” His lips pressed together, as if he’d said something he’d wished he hadn’t.

      But the words warmed her and distracted her. “Well, no one is supposed to look twice at me. Including you.” She turned serious. “You’re good to go?”

      He nodded. “See you soon.”

      “Be ready.”

      He grabbed the backpack from near his feet, got out of the car and looked back at her, a twinkle in his eye. “Do I need to say it?”

      It made her laugh and loosened a few more nerves. “Let me guess. You were born ready?”

      “You know it.” He strode down the block toward a six-story, mirror-windowed building. A sign above the glass doors read, Ronan Industries. At the corner, Ryan turned and walked toward the back of the building.

      Her turn.

      She got out of the car. The black skirt she wore went to her knees and had a small slit in the side, not enough to show leg, but enough so she wouldn’t be hobbling around like a lame horse. She buttoned the matching jacket. She’d gotten everything just a bit big and she wore flats. In the light of day, her hair was a wonderful shade of mouse-fur brown. That combined with the glasses perched on her nose all gave off an air of studious, reserved analyst, with nothing sexy about her. She needed to blend in, and to be passed over. She didn’t want anyone to look twice at her.

      She crossed the street and aimed for the busy coffee shop across from Ronan Industries. She followed two men in suits as they walked inside. Neither held the door for her nor even glanced back at her as they discussed some game from the night before. She waited in line, discreetly surveying the patrons.

      Her gaze landed on a woman at a corner table chatting with friends. They all wore suits, had large purses slung over the backs of their chairs and all had ID badges hanging around their necks. Her mark had brown hair done in chestnut waves that cascaded over her shoulders like some supermodel; her makeup was flawless and she wore painful-looking stilettos.

      Sutton inched forward in line, keeping an eye on the woman. She ordered a black coffee and once she got it, she spent a long time at the counter mixing in cream. She gritted her teeth. Someone was going to notice her soon. She almost reevaluated her plan when the women from the table finally got up together.

      Time to move. Sutton pulled a box-cutter from her jacket pocket and palmed it in one hand, blade out. She held her coffee in the other and walked with her head down, straight at the women. They chattered and laughed, sounding like a bunch of budgies fluttering in a cage.

      Sutton bumped into her target, spilling coffee on the woman’s expensive suit jacket before dropping the coffee entirely on the floor.

      “Omigod!” The woman’s shrill voice made everyone snap their gazes to her.

      “Oh! I’m so sorry,” Sutton said in an apologetic voice.

      The coffee had splashed up on the woman’s legs. Sutton snagged some napkins from a nearby table. “Please.” She handed them to the woman. “I’m so sorry. I wasn’t watching where I was going.”

      “Obviously.” The woman bent over to wipe coffee off her legs and shoes. Sutton bent with her, using a napkin to cover the box-cutter. The woman’s ID tag dangled from a lanyard around her neck.

      “I’m so terribly clumsy sometimes.” Sutton touched the woman’s shoulder gently with one hand and the woman looked up. Perfect.

      “Do you know how much this blouse costs?”

      She sliced the ID from the lanyard with the box-cutter in her other hand. “Could I pay for the cleaning?”

      The woman straightened, still wearing the lanyard, just minus the ID. Her lip curled. “This can’t be cleaned. You’d need to buy a whole new blouse.” She raked Sutton over with her eyes. “And you obviously can’t afford it.” She huffed and dug into her purse; her friends soon clustered around her.

      Sutton took that time to leave. She moved quickly without seeming to, and left the coffee shop. As she crossed the street, she pulled a plain white lanyard from her small purse and clipped the ID tag to it.

      Sara Tynell.

      She nodded to herself and hoped the security at the doors didn’t know Sara personally. She walked with a quick step across the street and entered Ronan Industries. It had been six months since she’d entered this particular covert office of the CIA in Washington. She prayed that time, makeup, and ill-fitting clothes would be enough so no one recognized her.

      The lobby of the building looked like any other downtown business building. Lots of light, a few scattered couches and a long desk with security blocking access to the elevators and stairs.

      The security was different, though. The average layperson wouldn’t see it, but she saw the high-tech metal detectors and the bomb-sniffing dog sitting placidly nearby. The security guards also moved with much more assurance and caution than civilian ones. Cameras covered the entire lobby.

      “Ma’am,” one of them said to her, passing her a tray for her belongings. Sutton put her small purse in it and stepped up to the walkthrough metal detector. She swiped the magnetic stripe of the stolen ID card through the reader and then walked through the detector.

      “Here you go, Ms. Tynell,” another guard said, handing over her purse.

      “Thank you.” She walked down the hall, past the elevators and turned right, moving quickly toward the cafeteria and kitchen. She passed them, walking with purpose down a solitary hall that ended in an exit door to the loading docks. No one saw when she swiped her card and pushed open the door.

      Ryan threw a cigarette aside, hiked his backpack on one shoulder, and strode in from where he’d been loitering nearby. A few other personnel turned from where they’d also been smoking. The loading docks were the open-secret place for the smokers of the building.

      She smiled and nodded at them and they turned away, reassured. Ryan shuddered when she closed the door.

      “That is the nastiest habit,” he said.

      She patted him on the shoulder. “You’re a big boy. You’ll survive.”

      He unzipped his coveralls, revealing a plain dark business suit. He still looked dangerous with his shaved head and goatee, but with the suit, he now looked like any number of the security staff inside the building. Well, only if the security staff emanated a dark, dangerous, and way-too-sexy-for-her vibe.

      She swallowed hard and checked her watch. “Give me ten minutes.”

      He stuffed the coveralls in a waste bin and then handed her a large purse that had been stuffed in the backpack. He checked his watch.

      “Ten minutes. Roger that. Stay safe, Sunshine.” He walked toward the cafeteria where he’d grab a mediocre coffee and blend in with the morning crowd before the next phase of the operation.

      Nerves suddenly ratcheted inside her as she watched him walk away. What if...

      “Ryan?” she called softly.

      He heard and swung back to her, his face full of concern. “What’s wrong?”

      What was wrong? She just suddenly didn’t want him in danger. Maybe this was a bad idea. Maybe—

      Ryan strode back to her. He cupped her face with his warm, callused hand. “It’s going to be fine, Sunshine. We’ve got this. We’re a team.”

      She leaned just a little into his touch. He was right. “We’re a team.”

      He smiled. “I’m gonna make a proper team woman out of you yet.”

      She snorted, her balance restored. “Thank you.”

      He nodded and dropped his hand. “Anytime, Sunshine.” He walked away and she forced herself to do the same.

      She went to the stairwell and swiped her keycard on the door. At each landing, she swiped her card to see whether Sara Tynell had access. On the fourth floor, her access was denied. With each floor, she’d have less hoops to jump through to get the information she needed.

      She went back to the third floor and entered. No one looked up from their cubicles or their phones. Third floor was data and cell phone conversation tracking. Sutton turned away from the cubicles to one of the offices. She needed someone who wasn’t here. She walked along the hall, discreetly glancing in each office. Most had people inside. One was empty but a coffee cup with lipstick sat on the desk. She couldn’t take the chance it wasn’t just someone off to the bathroom.

      She tried not to smile when she saw the dark office ahead. The door was locked, of course, so she pulled a snap gun out of the purse Ryan had given her. It looked like a staple gun with a slender steel rod attached to the end. She fit the steel rod into the keyhole and fired. The rod shot into the keyhole, striking all the pins simultaneously and freeing the cylinder for a brief moment. She twisted the handle of the door and walked inside.

      She flipped the lights, sat at the computer and pulled out a second item from her purse. The small metal box had been expensive but a password cracker was worth the cost. She plugged the USB connector into the side of the computer and let it run.

      The analysts who worked here weren’t allowed to take anything home with them. All computers, tablets, and flash drives had to stay in-house. Nothing was allowed out. Security at the exits saw to that. Which meant she had to come here to gain access to the secure database because she definitely didn’t have the skills to hack into a CIA database.

      While the cracker ran, she checked in with Ryan using the discreet earbud comm devices they’d picked up at the local spy store.

      “Hey handsome, how’s the coffee?”

      “Stale and tasteless, Sunshine.”

      She tried not to smile. They couldn’t use names over an unsecured net inside the secure CIA building, and they had to speak as if they were having a conversation on a cell phone. No military jargon or anything that might attract listening ears.

      “How’s work?” he asked.

      “Still cracking along. Nothing special yet,” she said.

      “Let me know when you have a break.”

      “Will do,” she said. “It won’t be long now.”

      “I’m here.” The words seemed to mean so much more than just a simple confirmation that he was ready. They seemed to say that he was there for her as well. She shook her head at herself. Now was not the time to start thinking about fairy-tale endings to this mad situation.

      The LED light on the cracker turned green. She was in.

      She pushed all thoughts of Ryan aside. Time to find out about the missions that Mark had left her.

      It took some digging and another cracked firewall but she found all the missions. She also found all the transcripts of the recorded radio transmissions from everyone. What was it about these missions that were special? She tried another search, this one on the stolen data. She didn’t dig too deep, afraid to trigger any alarms, but she found out the dates of when the data went missing.

      Each mission corresponded to some stolen secret. So either someone was using the missions to sell the secrets or to cover the stealing of them. She thought it might be both but couldn’t prove it yet.

      But there was no missing or copied information for the last mission that Mark had added. The mission where Anna had died.

      She frowned. That had to be important. What the hell was the connection?

      She sat back in the chair.

      Mark must have been investigating the missions and seen them as the way the traitor had transferred the secrets. Someone had found out that he’d been investigating and then killed him because of it. She wanted to scream with frustration. Why hadn’t he asked for help sooner?

      She glanced at her watch. Fifteen minutes since she’d entered the building. It was longer than they’d wanted, but she had to keep digging. The information she’d gotten so far had to be just the beginning. She tried to dig into the secrets themselves.

      The light on the cracker box went red.

      Shit. She must have tripped some alarm without knowing it. Time to get out. She keyed her mic. “Handsome, coffee break is over.”

      “I’ve got you covered, Sunshine. Heading for mayhem now.”

      She held back any words of luck or staying safe, though they danced on the tip of her tongue. “See you soon.”

      As she’d been speaking, she’d downloaded as much information about the missions as she could onto a flash drive that had also been in the purse. She took one minute of precious time to wait for the download to happen.

      While she waited, she took the opportunity to dig for more information. She ran a basic search on known Russians with wolf tattoos. A surprising number came up. She flipped through the pictures as fast as she could.

      Her attacker’s face popped up on the screen.

      “Gotcha.”

      Pavel Volkov. Suspected FSB assassin. Location unknown.

      She couldn’t spend any more time digging. She shut down the computer, broke open the flash drive, and snatched out the tiny memory card. She shoved the large purse in one of the drawers, turned off the lights and slipped out of the room. Once in the hall, she turned away from the stairwell, toward the elevator. Just another analyst heading for coffee.

      Men came out of the stairwell just as she pushed the button on the elevator. They strode down the hall toward the office she’d been in. The elevator doors opened and she stepped inside, pressing the button for the ground floor. She fooled with her watch while other people got on.

      She stepped off the elevator on the ground floor with everyone else and moved with the few who walked toward the entrance. Security buzzed around the doors, talking into their mics, or staring intently at all the faces leaving the building.

      “Where is he?” one of them demanded on his walkie-talkie.

      Obviously Ryan was doing his part in distracting security for her. She prayed he made it out of this unscathed. He hadn’t been fazed by the task when she’d asked him, but he didn’t know the CIA, or this building like she did. Maybe she should stay in case he ran into trouble.

      Trust him. Do the job assigned. Be a part of his team.

      “Wonder who they’re looking for?” one of the elevator people asked his friend.

      The friend shrugged. “Don’t know. I hope they don’t shut us down, though. I really hate the cafeteria’s coffee.”

      All the security personnel seemed to straighten at once and look toward the back of the building. The group she’d been walking with faltered. She hesitated too, not wanting to stand out.

      A tall balding man in a suit pointed at three of his security people and they ran past her and toward the stairs. Everyone else seemed to pause for a breath. She started walking again and so did the others.

      The security people at the metal detector scrutinized everyone’s badges and faces, but most especially the men. She pushed up her glasses when it was her turn and put her small purse and her watch into the tray to go through the x-ray. She walked through the detector when it was her turn and the guard nodded her on.

      She was so worried about Ryan that she didn’t even worry about herself for a moment. She wasn’t sure whether that was a good thing or not. Somehow, when they were younger, she’d been able to compartmentalize her thoughts about him on an op.

      It’s because you were happy.

      She put her watch on and picked up her purse.

      Happy. She had been happy, because she’d had Ryan and the best job in the world. And then she’d had to choose between them.

      “Sunshine is outside,” she said into her mic.

      There was no response, but Ryan must have heard her. He knew she was safe and it was time for him to get out.

      She walked outside and down the block, aiming for their stolen car. It was time to get a new one; soon this one would be on record.

      She opened the door and started the car. She waited, checking her rearview mirror.

      Three minutes later, Ryan strode down the sidewalk like a businessman late for a meeting—hurrying, but not in a life-or-death chase. The relief she felt almost made her dizzy.

      He slid into the car beside her. “Well, that was fun.”

      Breathe. She pulled out into traffic, watching behind her. “Any tails?”

      “Negative. They’re probably just now finding the rope that I used to rappel from the roof with.”

      It had been a big shopping trip yesterday.

      “Did you get it?” he asked.

      She took a hand off the wheel and shook her wrist, jingling her watch. “The flash memory chip is inside the watch, safe and sound. It’s got as much info as I could download in that time.”

      His grin widened and something tugged at her core at the sight of it.

      “I love a successful mission,” he said.

      The urge to give him a quick kiss almost overwhelmed her. She focused on the road and pushed her feelings aside. “We still need to dump this car and find a new one.” She could feel his gaze on her but she refused to look at him again. An edgy tension gripped her while she fought the relief that he’d survived, an irresistible urge to touch him, and a crazy need to yell at him.

      “What’s going on, Sutton?”

      “What do you mean?” She still didn’t look at him, trying to keep her business-as-usual face on.

      “Did something freak you out?”

      Yes. Being way, way too worried about him. So worried that she’d wanted to break protocol on the op, and had almost gone back to help him, even though he hadn’t asked for it.

      “No.” She paused. Time to misdirect him. “Actually, yes. The information I found.”

      “What about it?”

      She relaxed her grip on the wheel now that she didn’t have to focus on her emotions. “The missions are all correlated with secrets that have been stolen. Most likely stolen and sold during those very missions.”

      “So what’s puzzling you?”

      She hesitated. “The last mission. Mark had it written down, but no secret was stolen that time. I don’t know why it’s on the list. And I also found the name of my attacker at the hotel. I think he might have been the same man who killed Mark.” And she’d let him beat her a second time. “His name is Pavel Volkov. An FSB assassin.”

      He glanced at her. “We’ll get him.”

      His support meant so much to her, but the words she needed to say failed to come to her. So she said the only thing she could. “Thank you.”

      “Anytime, Sunshine. Now let’s get a new car and get back to the hotel.”
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      Ryan sat on the bed. He’d taken off the suit jacket and rolled up the sleeves of the dress shirt. They’d spent the last hour finding a new ride and then making sure they weren’t followed to the hotel. Sutton set up the laptop at the desk and had been glued to the screen since she’d plugged in the flash drive. It was time for him to check in with his team.

      “Are you good here?” He headed for the door.

      “Are you sure you should physically check in with the team?” Sutton asked. “Don’t you think you’re pushing it?”

      “They didn’t get a look at my face this morning, or Silas would have found me by now. Instead, when I called in from the burner phone Mack just asked if I could bring decent coffee.”

      Sutton’s lips twisted. “Are you sure you’ve got professionals working for you?”

      She could doubt that? He cocked an eyebrow at her. “Both Lexi and Mack know their shit. If they weren’t loyal to me, then they would have turned you in already.”

      “Maybe. Maybe not.”

      He laughed. “You’re cute when you’re irritated.” He almost grimaced from his flirty choice of words. Damn, they kept just slipping out. “Anything else?”

      “Remember to check into Volkov. See if you can track any CIA connections or his movements.”

      “Roger that.” He put his hand on the doorknob. “I’ll be a few hours. Call if you’re in trouble or you find something.”

      She looked as if she were going to say something more, but she shut her mouth firmly and faced her laptop.

      He studied her for a moment, but she didn’t turn back to him. Fine then. Two could play it like that. He didn’t know what had changed, but there was definitely a tension between them that hadn’t been there before the op. Had he disappointed her somehow? Did she regret their deal? He yanked open the door and stalked outside. He was tired of trying to figure her out.

      He walked a few blocks and got into a cab and took it to DHS. He went through all the security to enter the building and a few minutes later stood in his HQ.

      “Boss,” Mack said, picking up Lexi’s nickname for him and spinning in her chair to face him. “You’re...bald.”

      “Yes.”

      “It’s a good look.”

      He nodded and left it at that. He had no intention of letting her ask why he’d done it and having her guess what he’d been up to that morning. He turned to Edworthy. “Sitrep.”

      Mack’s eyebrows raised just slightly, but she stepped back so Edworthy could step up and speak. The man gave no indication that he even noticed Ryan’s lack of hair.

      “Still no sign of McRaven.” He glanced at his tablet. “But we have a report of a break-in at a covert CIA station. We suspect it’s McRaven since it’s a station office she once worked at, and because of the data downloaded.”

      “What data?” he asked.

      Tony entered the room. Ryan gave him a quick nod, but kept his attention on the older agent.

      Edworthy tapped something on his tablet. “Information about past missions. And information about the secrets that had been leaked. And also, she looked into someone named Pavel Volkov. An FSB agent. We think it might be a new contact. Maybe someone who she’s going to give the list to.”

      “You think she has the list? Doesn’t any of this make you question why she might be looking up this information?” he asked.

      “Of course.” He took a step back. “None of this makes sense. I’ve worked with her for years. We weren’t exactly friends, but I respected her, and liked her. I don’t understand why she’s doing any of this.” He scrubbed a hand over his face. “But I have to follow the facts. And the facts place her at both murders, and she had top-secret information that had been leaked to the enemy. And...she has yet to turn herself in. Why wouldn’t she do that if she’s innocent?”

      “Because in cases like this,” Ryan said, “the government tends to lock people away until they’re proven innocent. We haven’t found definitive evidence that she killed either Agent Rollins or Agent Costa. But you can bet she’d be locked away.”

      “Don’t be naive, Marchetti.” Edworthy shook his head. “Sutton McRaven just isn’t the same agent she used to be. I’m not sure either one of us knows her anymore.”

      He almost agreed with the man, but he knew it wasn’t that she was a different person, but rather she was someone who just never got close to people. It was what made her an ideal CIA agent. But it didn’t mean she was a murderer.

      Either way, he had to derail this investigation without tipping his hand any more than he had already. Ryan rubbed the bridge of his nose. He needed a delaying tactic.

      “We have a lead,” he announced. “Pavel Volkov. I want to know everything about him, including where he is right now.”

      “Why?” Tony asked. “Because McRaven looked him up?”

      “Yes. And that makes him a suspect in the killings of Rollins and Costa.”

      Tony and Edworthy both frowned.

      “He is?” Edworthy asked.

      “Yes,” Ryan said. “Dig into him. I want to know everywhere he’s been for the last six months.”

      He waved Dante over toward the door.

      “You’re leaving already?” Edworthy’s frown deepened into a scowl.

      “I need to update DHS about our progress.”

      “Or lack of it,” Edworthy muttered.

      Ryan stiffened. “Do you have a problem with the way I run things?”

      The other man heaved a sigh. “No offense, but we should have found her by now.”

      Ryan held back his grimace. He would keep his patience for now. This man was used to running his own show. Ryan would listen, but if the man tried to push Ryan further, he’d drop him from the team. “Would you do anything differently?”

      “I’d issue an alert on her to the public and let them know how dangerous she is. We shouldn’t be taking chances with the public’s safety. And with that many eyes, we’d find her quicker.”

      “And the chances of some civilian or police officer gunning her down goes way up.”

      “She’s a deadly threat not just to the average citizen, but to the whole country because of what she knows.”

      Ryan needed to end this conversation. “Find Pavel Volkov.”

      Edworthy shook his head. “Fine. But if she kills someone else before we can capture her, that’s on your head.”

      “I’ll take full responsibility,” he said. “I just believe a top CIA agent deserves the benefit of the doubt.”

      “She wouldn’t be the first one to go rogue or turn on her country.”

      Ryan ignored Edworthy’s warning and went for the door. “Dante, walk with me.”

      His younger cousin moved with him. Ryan waited until they’d gone down the hall a ways before speaking. “Secure any camera footage or evidence from the CIA break-in this morning.”

      Dante gave him a sharp look and then gave a small chuckle. “That was a ballsy op. I want all the details when this is over.”

      He snorted. “It’s classified.”

      “What’s your next move?” Dante asked.

      “We have to sort through the information we retrieved. I need you, Mack, and Lexi to identify the four men who attacked us. And to track down Volkov’s movements. See if any of those men have a link to anyone in the DHS or CIA. We need to figure this out before that list gets into Russian hands.”

      “Has anyone warned the agents on the list?”

      “CIA is reaching out, but evacuating that many people takes time and no one wants to blow years of undercover work if we can recover the list.”

      “We’ll find the traitor.”

      “Good. Because we’re running out of time.” He pulled a burner phone from his pocket and handed it to Dante. “My new number is in here. Call me when you’ve got something.”

      “Wilco.”

      He left Dante and the building. Sutton could take care of herself just as well as he could, but all the same he didn’t like leaving her alone. She’d probably kick his ass for thinking like that, but whether or not she wanted a relationship with him, she was going to learn to work with a partner. Or rather, she was going to learn to work with him. There was too much going against them for her to do this alone, no matter how much she wanted to.

      He took three taxis to get back to the hotel until he was sure he wasn’t being followed, and then walked the last four blocks.

      When he opened the door, Sutton stepped out from the far corner and lowered her weapon. “Next time you leave, we should have a signal for when you come back. I don’t want to blow the head off my only ally.”

      “We’re more than just allies, Sunshine.”

      She ignored his comment and slid her weapon back into her shoulder holster. “You can’t call me that anymore. My hair is brown.”

      He looked at her now mud-brown hair. “I don’t call you Sunshine because of your hair.”

      “Then why?”

      He smirked. He’d known she wouldn’t be able to resist asking. “It’s because when I first met you, you let me know that you wouldn’t accept any backtalk or questioning of your commands, that you were in charge on the op and no one else.” He laughed. “And all I could think was...weren’t you just a fun little ray of sunshine.”

      “Seriously?” She looked almost indignant.

      “Yup. It had nothing to do with your hair and everything to do with your way-too-serious-and-slightly-crabby attitude.”

      “I’m not sure if I should be more offended or less.”

      He laughed. “I kept calling you Sunshine because I could see how it irritated you.”

      She sat back at her desk. “I thought I hid that.”

      “Not from me you didn’t.” She stared at him a moment and he wondered whether she would take a chance and open up to him. But she looked at her laptop instead. So he changed the topic to something she’d consider safe. “Find anything useful?”

      She sighed. “I’ve read almost all the documents that I could snag. So much of the files are redacted that it’s hard to pinpoint any viable connections.” She rubbed the back of her neck. “The timing of the leaks correspond to the missions on Mark’s flash drive, except for the last mission.” Her face went bleak for a moment. “So I’m going to assume someone on those missions is the traitor. There’s only seven people who were on every mission. One is undercover and was during the time of Rollins’s death, another was on vacation in California—which I verified—and two are...dead.” She grimaced, as if it hurt to say the word.

      “And the others?”

      “Me, Tony, and Edworthy. I trust both men with my life. But I have to check everything.” She tapped the desk. “I downloaded all data transmissions from each team member for the missions on Mark’s file. I went through every detail of Tony’s and Edworthy’s. I couldn’t find anything suspicious.” She shook her head. “I can’t figure out how they would have transmitted them. So technically, they’re both cleared, but...I’d still be careful of what information you share with them.”

      She flopped back in her chair. “And, of course, this is all assuming Mark was killed because he found out about the leaks. But what if he was connected to these guys somehow?” She rubbed the back of her neck. “How the hell are we supposed to figure this out?”

      Something inside him eased when she used the word we rather than I. “We’ll figure it out.” He came up behind her, brushed her hand away and began kneading her shoulders and neck, trying to ease the tension that had built up there.

      She stiffened at first but moments later, her shoulders went slack and her head dropped forward. “That feels so good.” Her quiet voice vibrated with a suppressed groan and sent a ripple of need through him. He forced it back. Now was not the time.

      He used his thumbs to ease the tight muscles in her neck. She gave a small groan when he pressed and released a particularly big knot.

      “We need to find Volkov,” Ryan said after a moment. “He’ll lead us to whoever the traitor is.”

      She murmured something he took to be an agreement. He shifted his hands to the base of her skull, rubbing and pressing away the tiny tension knots. They were both quiet as he continued to rub her neck and shoulders, not that he thought she needed it anymore, but because he didn’t want to stop.

      But he had to stop. There were boundaries between them—big, barb-wired-and-electrified boundaries. He stepped back. “How about I read through the files while you hit the rack?”

      She glanced at the bed, then the laptop and back again.

      “You need sleep, Sutton.”

      She slumped. “You’re right.” It almost surprised him that she agreed. But she had trusted his decisions and advice at one time; maybe she would again. She crawled into bed and curled on her side.

      He held her gaze for a moment. “Sleep. I’ve got you.”

      Her eyes closed. And satisfaction went through him at her trust.

      He sat at the laptop and started reading. An hour later, he sat back. Sutton was right. Whoever the traitor was, they’d covered their tracks incredibly well. In his heart, he didn’t want to believe it had been any of the SEALs attached to her unit and he might have focused more of his attention on the CIA agents instead, but either way, he couldn’t figure out who the traitor was. Unless the traitor hadn’t been on the team at all and had been using it as a cover.

      He ran a hand over his bald scalp, the bit of stubble there catching him by surprise, the bristle-like sensation still new.

      The slide of fabric from the bed made him turn. Sutton had rolled on her side and propped her head on her arm, watching him. His heart gave a little leap, looking at her. He wanted to join her.

      “Anything?” she asked quietly.

      And he hated that he couldn’t say he’d solved it. He shook his head.

      “I’m hungry,” she announced. “And I need a shower.”

      “I could use a break too,” Ryan said. “You shower and I’ll work on food.”

      He tried not to watch her too intently as she slid from the bed and walked to the bathroom, shutting the door on him. This was good. They were staying professional. Acting like they’d never had a relationship. He could do this.

      But his heart rallied against it, even as he turned back to files.
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      Sutton stepped into the shower. The hot water sluiced over her bruised and battered muscles. It had been a rough few days, even for her. She spent a couple of minutes just enjoying the water and loosening up, even doing a few stretches. The investigation weighed on her more than her sore muscles, though, so she grabbed the soap.

      She didn’t have time for a luxurious shower, no matter how much she wanted one. The answers were in the files she’d snatched and pampering herself wasn’t going to find them.

      She hated sitting on her hands or being stalled in the middle of an op. She’d never been good at waiting for others to come up with a solution. She scrubbed shampoo into her hair, hissing at the stretch and pull of her ribs when she put her hands over her head.

      Her whole body ached and yet a fine tension also ran through it. A tension that centered in her core and related to the man who’d vowed to help her, even though it probably meant drowning in this mess with her.

      She tilted her head back to rinse her hair, letting the heat of the water do its magic. She shoved thoughts of Ryan away so hard that they bounced off the wall of her mind and fell. She had a mission to finish.

      She shut off the shower and grabbed a towel to dry off before combing out her hair. She cursed when she realized she’d forgotten her clean clothes out in the room. Not that it mattered considering Ryan was gone, but the bathroom was warm from the heat of her shower. She wrapped the damp towel around herself and opened the door.

      Her breath caught. All of her thoughts and worries of the mission vanished. In fact, all of her thoughts vanished.

      Ryan sat at the laptop, but his dark-chocolate gaze zeroed in on her like a sniper taking aim. He didn’t say anything, but he didn’t look away either.

      And she, damn her, just stood there like a deer in the woods, seeing a predator and hoping they weren’t hungry.

      But Ryan was hungry. She could tell by the way his gaze darkened to almost black, the way he held himself, tense and ready to pounce. Her heartbeat sped up and her skin seemed too tight, too sensitive, too warm.

      Damn it, she was hungry too.

      And she had never been anyone’s prey.

      “I thought you’d left.” Her voice sounded husky, as if she’d just woken up.

      “I didn’t want to leave you alone in the shower.”

      Had he wanted to join her? She arched an eyebrow and he cleared his throat.

      “I mean, I didn’t want to leave you unprotected while you were in the shower.”

      He was flustered. A sense of power thrilled through her. She had made him flustered.

      “Thank you.” She held the towel around herself with one hand and walked to the shopping bag with the extra clothes she’d bought for herself. “I need some clothes.”

      His gaze hadn’t left her while she’d walked by him close enough to touch. Tension ratcheted tighter within her. Her skin begged her to move closer to him, to brush against him. Her lips tingled with the remembered kiss. She stood near him. The bag of new clothes lay by her feet, but she made no move to grab them.

      He stood slowly, as if he was afraid any sudden movement might have her bolting. They stared at each other and with each passing moment, her breathing quickened. And his matched hers, as though they raced each other to an end both wanted, but neither could have.

      “Sutton.” It sounded as if her name had been dragged from his lips. “What are you doing?”

      What was she doing? Was she insane? Whenever she got too close to him, she ended up hurt and alone. She stared into his dark-and-oh-so-expressive eyes. This was Ryan, the man she’d loved for years and still loved.

      Damn it. She still loved him like she had back then. Self-preservation reasserted itself. She couldn’t take the next step and touch him, no matter how much they both wanted it. He’d already proved that he could survive a breakup with her, but...she wouldn’t recover a second time.

      “Just getting my clothes.” Her voice sounded hoarse and whispery. She bent down and retrieved the bag by the desk, before fleeing back into the bathroom. After shutting the door, she stared at her flushed cheeks and too-wide eyes while her breath heaved in her chest as if she’d just finished sprinting up a hill.

      A knock sounded on the door and she jumped like every horror-movie heroine.

      “I’m going out to grab food now,” Ryan said curtly.

      “Sounds good,” she said, trying for a carefree voice.

      The hotel room door opened and closed. Silence reigned and she slumped forward, not even wanting to meet her own gaze in the mirror.

      This was going to be a long night.
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      The early morning sunshine broke through a crack in the heavy blinds, highlighting dust motes floating in the air. Ryan lay awake, like he had most of the night. They’d had an awkward evening of fast food and forced friendship. It had been truly awful.

      He kept replaying Sutton coming out of the bathroom. He’d stupidly thought that she had been about to drop her towel and seduce him, which he wouldn’t have been able to resist. But she’d fled back into the bathroom so fast he wasn’t sure whether he’d imagined it or not. Either way, their conversation had been stilted or nonexistent ever since.

      His burner phone buzzed from the bedside table, snapping him out of his reverie. Sutton stiffened where she sat by the window on watch. He propped himself on an elbow so he could answer it.

      “It’s Dante,” his cousin said. “We’ve got a lead on Volkov.”

      Ryan sat straight up, all the disappointment and relationship dreams dropping away as the op took precedence in his thoughts.

      “Where?” he said.

      “A hotel on the city outskirts. How do you want to play this?”

      “Leave Edworthy to handle HQ and bring everyone else. I’ll be there ASAP.” He hung up the phone and turned to Sutton, who had started getting dressed. “They found Volkov. My team will do a snatch and grab, and bring him in for questioning. We’re going to find our answers soon.”

      Sutton stopped getting dressed. “Your team?”

      Something in her tone made him pause. He nodded slowly, feeling as though he’d just stepped into a mine field. “Yes. My team.”

      “So you’re going to do this without me.”

      And now he saw the mine right in front of him, but there wasn’t anything he could do to avoid it. “You can’t come, Sutton. Everyone is still looking for you. You’ll be arrested as soon as you’re seen. We don’t even know if this lead will pan out. Stay here. Stay inside.”

      “Like a dog?”

      He growled his exasperation. “Don’t make this worse.”

      “Why don’t you and I just do it together?” she asked. “Forget your team.”

      He wanted to. He wanted to forget his team for her, but that’s not what a leader did. He evaluated all of his resources and information and then made the best decision to accomplish the mission. “If I use my team, then the chances of taking Volkov without casualties is greater than if just you and I did it. And we’ll have greater chance of extracting information.”

      She crossed her arms over her chest and he knew the stubborn look on her face. “The two of us could take him just fine. Stealth is sometimes better than brute force.”

      “Sometimes. But not this time.” He grabbed his jeans and continued to get dressed. “I don’t have time to debate this right now.” He put on his shirt and shoes. “I know you’re used to working alone. To being alone. But trust me, the greater chance of success comes with using the team. Your job is to stay here. Stay safe.” He tried for a smile and failed. “If you leave, I’ll consider it a breach of contract.”

      Her eyes widened and she opened her mouth, but he held up his hand. “Enough, Sutton. I’ve made my decision.”

      He buckled on his holster and tried to ignore the icy glares shot his way.

      “I’ll call you when I have news.” He shut the door behind him, knowing he’d just shut the door on any chance the two of them had.
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      Ryan walked into the penthouse of the apartment building with his weapon up. Dante walked just behind him and to the left. Ryan signaled the two FBI agents to go to the right while he and Dante went left. He left Phil, the DHS agent, to cover the door. They’d already cleared the floor of thugs and according to Lexi’s surveillance, there was no one else on this floor but Volkov.

      Ryan and Dante approached the bedroom suite after having cleared the other bedrooms. Mack and Lexi came up behind, signaling an all clear from the office and kitchen areas. Their target was inside.

      The door was ajar and loud heavy metal music thumped inside. He gave the three count and then burst through the door, shifting immediately to the right, looking for targets. Dante did the same with the left while the others covered the front and rear.

      Nothing. A rumpled king-sized bed with navy sheets and a white duvet. Decorative pillows littered the area around the bed. Bedside tables held navy and silver lamps. The wall to the left was pure windows, letting in the morning sunshine, and on the right was door to the bathroom. Music pumped out of it.

      He nodded at the door. Lexi held it open while he and Dante rushed into the overly large, extremely white, and totally glitzy bathroom, where Volkov splashed in a tub filled with bubbles.

      The dark-haired man froze when they came in, his eyes not showing any fear—just rage.

      “Cut the music,” Ryan said.

      The music shut off and Mack walked in with her weapon held at her side. Dante scowled, but she ignored Dante and looked at him. “I thought I might be able to help.”

      Her talents would definitely prove useful in questioning the man. Ryan had no idea how she did what she did but she was almost always right and he needed answers fast.

      The man in the tub moved, sloshing water under the bubbles. His upper chest and one arm were covered in tattoos.

      “I think he has a weapon close by.” Mack stepped back and raised her weapon.

      It was eerie the way she did that, but Ryan believed her.

      Ryan trained his gun on Volkov. “Raise your hands slowly.”

      The man shifted slightly but didn’t raise his hands. His eyes held a hard, cold glint. “You gonna kill me while I’m defenseless?”

      “It would serve you right,” Mack said.

      The assassin’s gaze flicked to her, and Dante shifted slightly to stand closer to her.

      “Stand up,” Ryan ordered. He waited, not letting his weapon drift from its spot dead center in the man’s chest.

      Volkov moved slowly, never taking his gaze from Ryan’s, and lifted his hand for the tub’s edge and pulled himself up. Bubbles and water sluiced down his body but Ryan only cared about the man’s other hand. The one he hadn’t revealed yet.

      Volkov moved. Metal glinted.

      “Gun!” Ryan shouted even as he shifted his aim. He fired.

      Volkov spun and toppled out of the tub. The gun that had been in the tub with him flew out of his grasp.

      The man landed hard on the ground, cursing harder. Blood poured from the bullet wound in his shoulder.

      Dante flipped the man onto his stomach and wrenched his arms behind him, ignoring the man’s scream of pain, and zip-tied his hands. He hauled the man upright and frog-marched him to sit on the bed.

      Mack followed behind and tossed a towel on the man’s lap. “That’s not for your modesty. It’s because I don’t want to be grossed out.”

      Ryan nodded at Dante, who leveled his weapon on the man while Ryan slid his away. “Why did you kill Mark Rollins?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” His Russian accent gave the words a lilt. He smirked at them. “I’m just an innocent man who you’ve shot and tied up.”

      Ryan didn’t believe him, but Mack’s head cocked as she studied the man.

      “May I?” she asked.

      Ryan waved a hand. She was a top-level FBI interrogator.

      “Usually I like to play mind games with my subjects,” Mack said. “But we’re on a time crunch so I’ll get right to it.” She pulled the room’s desk chair over and sat in it. “It’s over, Pavel. We have evidence that will send you to a small room with no windows for the rest of your life.” She waved at the window. “Say good-bye to the sunshine and to us. You won’t be speaking to anyone, either.”

      His eyes narrowed. “You have nothing on me. I’m a visitor to your country. I have—”

      She laughed. “Please don’t tell me you think you have rights.” She leaned forward. “You have no rights. You’ve been caught murdering government and military personnel. You will be held accountable and will be locked away.” She smiled a beautiful smile. “And no one will ever know what happened to you.”

      “Fuck you.”

      Dante scowled but Mack just narrowed her eyes. “Did you kill Agent Rollins and Agent Costa?”

      Volkov rolled his eyes. “No, you stupid bitch. I’m an innocent man.”

      Dante made a sound and a slight movement toward the man, but Mack held up a hand. Dante stilled. “Something’s off,” she said. “He’s both lying and telling the truth.”

      Ryan started to wonder whether Mack truly had the skills that she and Lexi claimed she had.

      “Did you kill Agent Rollins?” she asked. “Yes or no?”

      “No, you whor—”

      She tsked. “No name-calling please. Did you kill Agent Costa?”

      “I’m fucking innocent, you cocksu—”

      Again she held up her hand. It wasn’t to stop the man but she’d seen Dante move when Ryan hadn’t. She looked at Dante. “It’s okay. Just give me space to work.”

      He nodded and stepped back. But his weapon never moved from Volkov.

      “You’re not innocent,” she said to Volkov. “But I don’t think you killed either agent.”

      “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you assholes.”

      She studied him. “Your eyes shift and your lips tighten... That’s only a partial truth.” She hummed. “You don’t expect to be believed. In fact, you want us to not believe you.”

      “No. You’re—”

      “Lie,” she said.

      “Why would I want you to believe I’m guilty, bitch?”

      “That’s what I’d like to know,” she replied. Then she straightened in her chair. “You don’t have a wolf tattoo.”

      He gave a slight frown. “No.”

      “You’re not Pavel Volkov.”

      His eyes widened. “Yes, I am.”

      “Lie.” She turned to Ryan. “This isn’t our man.”

      What the fuck? “Are you sure?”

      “Yes, but even if I wasn’t, he doesn’t have a wolf tattoo on his neck like we were told,” she said.

      And it was true. The man had plenty of tattoos on his body, but no wolf.

      “Where the fuck is Volkov?” he demanded.

      The man shrugged. “I have no fucking idea.”

      Mack sounded worried. “True.”
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      Sutton stared at the closed door. That son-of-a-bitch! What the hell was he thinking, leaving her behind? She had more skill than any person on his team. The two of them could take out a larger force and get the answers they needed.

      But what Ryan had said made sense.

      She began pacing in the tight confines of the room. Part of her didn’t care whether his decision made sense. She wanted to get the bastard who’d killed her friend. So what if she was too close to this; she was a professional. And she was fucking deadly as hell. Anyone in their right mind would want her with them for a takedown. Who the hell was he to say she couldn’t come?

      She grabbed her pack. She wasn’t some dog that waited loyally for its master to come home.

      She blinked and stopped what she was doing.

      That thought had been pure rage, something out of character for her on a mission. Her anger drained away and she began to assess herself.

      Why was she so angry? That wasn’t like her. She usually used cold logic when it came to an op. She sank onto the bed. Yes, she was a valuable asset, but she wasn’t freaking Wonder Woman. Why had she been so angry that he’d go off without her? A spark of irritation lit inside her at the thought.

      Because he’d gone off without her.

      Her insides tightened with anxiety. She ran a hand through her hair. Damn. She was worried about him. She rolled her eyes at herself. She was worried and that’s why she’d overreacted.

      Well, that and he’d been acting like a domineering prick by ordering her around.

      But still, she usually didn’t get so emotional about things. She still thought that together they would have been able to capture Volkov, but could see why he’d want a team, him being such a team guy and all.

      She’d missed her chance to go as backup and now she just had to wait it out. The silence of the hotel room mocked her. She grabbed the TV remote and flicked it on. She hated waiting.

      She ended up watching a show about real housewives. In no way did those highly plastic and entirely narcissistic women resemble housewives. It was a car crash of a program but she couldn’t seem to stop watching.

      Her latest burner phone rang.

      Ryan!

      She answered. “How’d it go?”

      “Su-sutton?”

      Her heart stopped. It was her sister. With fear in her voice? She sat up straight. “Amelia? Are you okay?”

      “Sutton, I’m sorry. I was careless—”

      “Amelia?” No answer. “Amelia!”

      A male voice with a Russian accent came on the line. “You will come to your sister’s house, suka. Or your sister will die. You have fifteen minutes.”

      The line went dead.

      She jolted as though she’d been given an electric shock. Her heart tripped and then raced. Fuck. Fifteen minutes wasn’t a lot of time to get to her sister’s house from where she was. She grabbed her pack and ran out the door. She dialed Ryan as she sprinted to the street to hail a cab. She’d recognized the voice on the phone. It had been Volkov.

      So who the hell was Ryan taking down?

      Ryan didn’t answer. She cursed. Of course. He and his team were trying to capture Volkov, but they’d soon find out he wasn’t there. She left a message explaining everything. “Volkov is at my sister’s house and is holding her hostage. I need backup.”

      She ran into the middle of the street, blocking the next cab that drove down. It didn’t matter who Ryan was after. She had to get to her sister’s house ASAP.

      The cab stopped. The man leaned out the window. “I’m off duty, lady.”

      “I don’t care,” she said. “I’ll give you a hundred dollars to get me where I want to go in ten minutes.”

      He eyed her. “One fifty.”

      “Done.” She jumped in. “Drive like a life depends on it.”
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      Sutton had the cabbie let her off a block from her sister’s house. She still had four minutes. She’d screeched at the cabbie every time he’d tried to slow down.

      She cut through the neighbor’s yard and hopped the back fence. The house was a small two story in a nice, safe neighborhood where nothing ever happened. Sutton didn’t bother with a recon; she had no time. Her sister rarely locked the back door when she was home and she prayed that she held true to form today. The doorknob twisted easily under her grip and she was in the kitchen.

      Her sister’s curses echoed from the front of the house. “My sister will kill you.”

      A smack of flesh on flesh. “Shut up, suka.”

      Her sister gasped and then cursed Volkov again, but she didn’t say anything more. They were in the front living room. She could enter through the hall or the dining room attached to the kitchen. She took the dining room, knowing the floor had less squeaks than the hall.

      “Where the fuck is your sister?” Volkov said.

      Sutton risked a peek around the archway between the living room and the dining room. Her sister was tied to a chair and Volkov stood looking out the picture window, a gun in his hand, and a large bandage on his cheek where Sutton had stabbed him with the pen.

      Sutton tensed, prepared herself and stepped out. “Drop your weapon or I’ll shoot.”

      Her sister gave a grim smile. Volkov swung around, gun up. Sutton pulled the trigger. She’d warned him and did not want to mess around with this asshole any longer.

      Her shot hit him in the chest. He fell back against the window and slid down to the floor. He blinked and then tried to raise his gun again. She shot the arm holding the weapon. He dropped it with a cry.

      She kicked his weapon away, slid her own into her holster, and did a quick search of his person.

      “You...won’t survive.” His words gurgled. She must have hit a lung.

      She didn’t bother to scoff at his words. He could barely move and his likelihood of survival was low.

      She turned and crouched by her sister. “Are you okay?” She pulled a small blade from her pocket and cut the zip ties holding Amelia’s wrists bound to the dining room chair.

      “Yes. I have to get Sophie,” she said.

      Sutton rocked back. Her niece was here? “Where?”

      “She ran outside when I told her to. She’s hiding somewhere.”

      “Good.” She freed the last restraint and her sister bolted out the back door.

      Movement out the window caught her eye. Edworthy and Tony rushed up the front walk. She stood in the window and waved. Edworthy frowned, though Tony waved back. Edworthy probably didn’t like the fact that she was an open target in the window. She stepped back and went to the front door to let them in.

      “Did Ryan send you?” she asked.

      Tony nodded. “He said you were here. He’s on his way.”

      Edworthy looked at the dying man under the window. “That’s Volkov? And he killed Rollins and Costa?”

      “Yes. And yes. But we still need to find his CIA contact.”

      “He hasn’t told you?” Tony asked.

      Volkov wheezed. “I...won’t...say anything.”

      Edworthy stepped closer to him. “What did you say?”

      Tony picked up the gun she’d kicked away and nodded at Volkov. “Is this his gun?”

      “Yes,” she said.

      Edworthy got closer to Volkov. “What are you trying to say, man? Speak up.”

      “He’s dying.” She pulled out her cell. “I’m calling an ambulance. We need him alive.”

      Tony sighed. It was a long, drawn-out, I’ve-had-enough-of-this-shit sigh. Enough of a sigh that it had Edworthy turning to face him.

      “No,” Tony said. “I don’t need either of them alive.” He lifted Volkov’s gun and shot Edworthy in the chest. Edworthy grunted and collapsed next to Volkov.

      Sutton’s eyes widened and her reaction time slowed as she tried to process what was happening. She reached for her weapon, but it was too late.

      Tony had Volkov’s gun aimed at her head. “Where’s your sister?”

      Thank God they weren’t in the house. “She ran out when I untied her. Her daughter was hiding somewhere outside.” Please don’t look for them.

      “Turn around,” he said quietly.

      Dread encased her and panic hovered. She did not want to turn around. “You’re going to shoot me?”

      “Just turn around.”

      She studied him. How had she so misjudged him? “Why, Tony? Why are you doing this? We’re friends. Was it for money?”

      He shrugged. “Yes, it was for money. And everything was going along so well too. No one suspected a thing, until...” His face twisted into a grimace, almost like regret.

      And some of the missing pieces fell into place. The secret leaked for the last mission hadn’t been a stolen secret. It had to have been Anna’s cover. It was why she’d been kidnapped right off the street.

      “I never checked Anna’s data records,” she said.

      Tony glared. “Neither did she, until just before that last mission. She found out someone was using her code to transmit unauthorized information. She wanted to take it to Edworthy and start an investigation.”

      The blood drained from her face. “But you were dating her. How could you kill—”

      Rage contorted his face. He struck her with the butt of his gun, and she was falling.
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      Ryan cursed as he stared at the naked, tattooed Russian sitting on the bed. Where the fuck was Volkov? “How did we get this info?” he barked.

      “Tony found the lead,” Lexi said.

      “Where the hell is Tony?” He pulled out his phone.

      “He stayed behind with Edworthy. He said he was going to keep digging for information.”

      Something didn’t sit right. He turned his phone on to call HQ when he saw Sutton’s message.

      “Volkov is at my sister’s house and is holding her hostage. I need backup.”

      It had come in twenty minutes ago. He cursed and then called Edworthy. It went to voicemail. He called Tony. It also went to voicemail. His thoughts raced but he forced his breathing to slow and to look at the facts he had.

      “Dante, tie up this asshole. We’re leaving. Volkov is at Sutton’s sister’s house, and is holding her hostage. Sutton is on her way there. She needs backup.”

      Phil, who’d been on the door, blinked. “We’re backing up McRaven? I thought we were supposed to apprehend her.”

      “Plans change,” he said. “Lexi, get either Edworthy or Tony on the phone now. Dante, you’re driving. Mack, you’re navigating. Let’s move, people.”

      He called Sutton next. It also went to voicemail. He wanted to strike something in frustration. As he sat in the SUV while Dante sped through the city like an Indy 500 driver, he went over the facts he had while he kept trying Sutton’s number. It was as if his mind became hyper-focused with the thought that Sutton might be in danger. No emotion seemed to touch him. Just pure, cold logic and hard facts. He lasered in on them.

      Missions had been used by someone as a cover to sell secrets.

      Someone who was connected to the CIA.

      Someone who now had a list of all the agents in Russia.

      And that someone knew everything going on in his team.

      He looked around the SUV. Mack, Dante, Lexi, and himself. They’d left Phil to deal with the scene. The only two left were the team’s CIA agents.

      Edworthy and Tony.

      “Lexi, any luck with Edworthy or Tony?”

      “No.” She pulled out her laptop. “I’m going to track their phones.”

      “Track Sutton’s too.”

      A moment later, Lexi looked up. “Something’s weird. Edworthy and Sutton are at her sister’s place, according to their phones. But Tony isn’t there.”

      “Where is he?”

      “That’s it. I can’t find him. His phone is completely shut down.”

      A vise-grip clamped down on his chest, making it hard to breathe. He had a really bad feeling. “ETA, Dante.”

      “Five minutes.”

      Fuck. He had a really bad feeling. “Make it three.”

      “Wilco.”

      The vehicle jerked forward and they accelerated around the next corner, just missing a passing truck. Within three minutes, the SUV screeched to a stop in front of a small, two-story house. Ryan was out and running toward it before he consciously thought about what he was doing. Dante was right beside him, his weapon out and scanning everywhere, assessing threats. Something Ryan should be doing, but his heart pounded too loud. Something was wrong. Very wrong.

      Then, a woman with dark hair, clutching a little girl to her, threw open the front door. “Ryan!” she called, waving them inside. Dante passed him and went inside to clear the house.

      Ryan stopped on the porch. He’d met Amelia years ago. “What happened, Amelia? Where’s Sutton?”

      “He took her. I was outside with Sophie, without my weapon.” She set her daughter down and took a breath as if she remembered her training and was trying to calm herself. “Tall man, mid-thirties, brown hair. He carried Sutton to his car and drove off before I could grab my gun. I have the license plate.”

      “Not necessary. We know who he is.” Amelia and her daughter went inside while he stood on the porch, trying to control the anger raging through him. “Lexi,” he called. “Find Tony Wallis.”

      Lexi pulled up beside him and opened her laptop right there on the porch. “His phone is off, but his SUV...shit!”

      His heart stopped and his thoughts scattered in a moment of panic like he hadn’t felt since before he’d joined the navy. He couldn’t lose Sutton. Not again.

      He closed his eyes for the briefest moment, seeking sanity. He was a fucking Navy SEAL commander, not a scared boy. He needed his cold logic, his cunning, and his courage.

      He turned to Lexi and kept his voice calm. “You’re the best. You can do this. Find Tony Wallis for me.”

      She looked at him with too-wide eyes. “I will.”

      Good enough.

      He walked into the house. A young girl, maybe seven, waited at the top of the stairs. Tears tracked down her cheeks, but she didn’t move or make a sound. He turned away. She was safe and physically fine. In the living room, an unknown dark-haired man lay in his own blood, his eyes open and unseeing, a wolf tattoo on his neck. Pavel Volkov.

      Beside him, lying on his side, was Frank Edworthy. The man’s usually ruddy face was almost white with blood loss, but he still breathed. Barely. Amelia knelt beside him, pressing a towel on the bullet hole in his back, while Dante checked the man’s vitals.

      An aura of cool calm overtook him as he assessed the situation. “Mack, could you see to the young girl on the stairs?” he asked.

      She nodded and left.

      “I called 911,” Amelia said. “They should be here soon.”

      “Good,” Ryan said.

      “I’m sorry. It’s my fault he has her.” The words burst from her like gunfire.

      Ryan moved closer. “What do you mean?”

      “When Sutton released me, I ran outside to check on Sophie, and then when I heard gunshots... I...I found her a hiding spot before coming back. I should have come back right away.”

      He walked over to Sutton’s sister and laid a hand on her shoulder. “You made sure Sophie was safe.”

      “Yes.” Her voice sounded too small.

      “If you hadn’t done that, then your daughter might be dead. Or you.” He squeezed her shoulder reassuringly. “You did what you had to as a mother. You protected your child.”

      Amelia bowed her head and her shoulders convulsed once before she lifted her head again. “Save my sister.”

      He nodded. God, he wanted to promise her he would, more than anything. He pointed at Edworthy. “Can he speak?”

      “A...bit.” Edworthy’s voice was no longer a mix of gravel and gruff. It sounded quiet and weak. “I should...have seen.”

      He crouched down. “What did you miss?”

      “Over the years...he got colder.” The man shuddered as if the effort of speaking cost him too much, but he kept going. “He started...dating Anna. He seemed to...change. But he...didn’t... He used her...as cover.”

      Shit. They’d been searching through Tony and Edworthy’s records when they should have focused on Anna. Tony had used Anna as cover for what he’d done. “And she found out.”

      “And killed her,” Mack finished. “It makes sense now.”

      Lexi raced in. “Tony turned off his car’s GPS, so I couldn’t track him.” She almost bounced on her toes in her excitement. “But he’s using a CIA vehicle. The idiot didn’t realize we can turn the GPS back on in case the vehicle is stolen.”

      “And?” Ryan demanded.

      “I’ve got him.”

      Ryan stood. I’m coming for you, Sutton.
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      An ache pulsed in Sutton’s head when she woke. An ache that reverberated in her shoulders, but she didn’t move or even open her eyes. Instead, she took stock of what she knew.

      Her wrists were tied together overhead, while her body hung free, her shoulders bearing the brunt of her weight. Her feet touched the floor, thankfully. Cool air raised goose bumps on her skin and carried the taint of diesel fuel.

      A garage?

      No matter how she strained, she couldn’t hear anything beyond the distant sounds of an occasional car. Was she alone?

      She cracked her eyelids and surveyed the dim but large room she was in. A truck with its hood open was parked on the far side. Tools and equipment lined the walls and a stack of tires stood on the concrete floor in the corner.

      An industrial garage of some kind. She lifted her head and settled her weight on her feet. She barely smothered a groan as pain ricocheted between her head and shoulders. After a moment, she breathed easier.

      Her arms had been pulled up by a large chain attached to a ceiling beam overhead. The chain attached to handcuffs around her wrists. From the numbness in her hands, she’d been hanging for a while, but the light coming in through the high, dirty windows said it wasn’t evening yet.

      Did Ryan even know she’d been taken?

      She turned slightly to see behind her and barely smothered a gasp. A worktable stood against the closest wall and on it was a neat, rectangular device. Four blocks of C4 with a small detonator and a digital timer attached. The clock read thirty minutes but it hadn’t started a countdown yet.

      A door opened behind her and she swung around, something the handcuffs and chain let her do.

      Tony Wallis walked into the open space from an interior office. “I’m glad you’re awake,” he said. “Now we can get started.”

      She didn’t let any emotion color her voice. “Started?”

      “I need to know what you know.”

      “Everything,” she said. “And so does the whole team.”

      His hand lashed out hard, striking her in the gut. Nausea and pain rolled and fought for dominance inside her. She gasped, but couldn’t get air.

      “Bullshit,” he said calmly. “You only pieced it together when I gave you the info. Who else knows what you know?” A sly smile crossed his face. “Your oh-so-handsome SEAL commander?”

      The thought of Tony going after Ryan sent ice spearing through her. “Fuck you.”

      “Language.” He struck, using a flat palm to her stomach to cause pain without damage.

      She choked on her own air as she gasped through the agony.

      “But I’ll take that as a yes.” Tony tapped his chin. “I don’t think anyone else besides you two know, though. You wouldn’t take outsiders into your confidence.”

      He walked to the bomb on the table. “Edworthy and Volkov are dead. Marchetti will be so focused on finding you that it will give me time to get away. I know he’ll be trying to track me. I almost hope he figures it out in time to see the fireworks.”

      She had to keep him talking; he seemed past reasoning with but it was her only chance at this point. Maybe someone would come for her, but she had to give them time to find her.

      “Did you ever have feelings for Anna?” she asked.

      This punch sent her spinning and she coughed and choked, trying to get air in. She definitely needed a new tactic.

      “I wish I could stay and have more fun,” he said. “But I have a party to get ready for. I have some people who are interested in the information I have.”

      “The Russians.” Anger filled her, making her aches diminish. “You gave them secrets. You gave them Anna. And for what? Money?”

      He shrugged. “The good life is expensive. And once I started selling secrets...it’s not something you can just stop.”

      “You fucking traitor.”

      His lip curled. “Is that the best you’ve got?”

      “And what does the final list give you? What are you paying for now?”

      “A new life. My friends are going to get me out of the country and set me up to start over.”

      “I hope they turn on you like you’ve turned on your country.”

      “This country did nothing for me.”

      “You’re just a coward.”

      “I’m not a coward.” He sliced a hand through the air. “I was forced to do this. Everything was fine before Anna interfered.”

      “You’re trying to blame Anna? You’re not just a coward—you’re insane too.”

      “I don’t expect you to understand.” He walked to the table behind her and waved a hand to indicate the C4 bomb. “I have to go. I’m out of time.” He gave a little laugh. “And soon you will be too.”

      He depressed a button and the timer started counting down.

      The word please was on the tip of her tongue but she bit it back. She would not beg this man, this coward, for her life. He’d already shown that he wouldn’t listen.

      “Do you really think you’re going to get away with this?” she asked.

      “I already have,” he said.

      She jerked forward, rattling her chains, wishing nothing more than to get her hands on the bastard.

      He laughed at her efforts. “I wish I could stay and watch you die.” He checked his watch. “But I don’t want to be anywhere near this place when it blows.” He whistled as he left the garage.

      The clock said twenty-seven minutes. She studied her surroundings. The chain was looped around a steel beam overhead and padlocked. Her handcuffs were padlocked to the chain as well. She usually carried a bobby-pin or the universal handcuff key, but she had nothing in her pockets after the last few days of running for her life. And even if she did, it would take major acrobatic skills for her to get it out of her jean’s pocket, something that was beyond her even when she wasn’t battered and exhausted.

      She tugged on her handcuffs anyway, knowing it was useless but unable to do anything else as she struggled like a wolf caught in a leg trap. She yanked and pulled and generally abused her wrists hoping to find some weakness in the metal, hoping her hands would somehow shrink so they could fit through the cuffs, wishing she’d been smarter and figured everything out sooner.

      “Think, Sutton,” she muttered. She didn’t want to die in some stupid warehouse.

      The minutes ticked down. She stopped yanking at the cuffs.

      At the ten-minute mark, she let out a deep, heavy sigh. Her wrists and arms throbbed. A bit of blood trickled from scratches around her wrists. It seemed fate had decided her time was up. She hadn’t been smart enough to stop Tony. Instead, she’d ended up strung up, beat up, and about to be blown up. She snorted. A hysterical urge to laugh struck her. What a shitty way to end things.

      She hoped Ryan had found Amelia. Hopefully, he’d be able to track down Tony before he escaped the country. She stared at the clock.

      Only five minutes left.

      Fuck. She did not want to die. She jerked on her chains again and cursed them. She wondered what Ryan was doing. Would he think she’d tried to go it alone? Would he know how much she wanted to wait for backup? For him and his team?

      Would he know how much she actually cared about him? Prickling in her eyes made them water. She blinked it back, refusing to end her life full of sobs and regrets. If she couldn’t go out fighting, then she’d go out remembering the good times.

      Images from years ago swarmed her mind. Not just of them making love, but of Ryan caressing her face. His smile when she’d done something that amused him. His laugh. Her throat tightened so much she couldn’t swallow, but she refused to give in to the despair of her situation. She’d found happiness once in Ryan’s arms; even if she couldn’t be what he wanted, at least she’d had that time with him. She only wished she could have more.

      Two minutes.

      Sadness weighed her down and she let it. She hoped Ryan enjoyed his life and didn’t feel guilt when he figured out what had happened to her. He would, though, because he’d believe that he’d failed to protect her.

      She should have put the pieces together sooner, but she’d let herself get so distracted by Ryan. None of this was his fault.

      She sighed, remembering Ryan’s kiss, and watched the clock tick down.

      A door in the far end of the garage banged open. Silence followed.

      It must be a rescue! They’d found her, but they didn’t know what they were walking into!

      “It’s clear, but there’s a bomb!” she yelled. “There’s less than two minutes.” Before she’d finished yelling, Ryan was in front of her, assessing the situation like the Navy SEAL commander he was. His dark eyes held hers for a second and so many emotions flitted across his face that she couldn’t read them all, until once again the commander stood in front of her.

      Dante positioned himself in front of the bomb, studying it.

      Ryan pulled a handcuff key from one of his pockets and freed her wrists. “Dante?” he asked.

      “Not enough time.”

      “Let’s move,” Ryan ordered, grabbing her hand and pulling her with him.

      They raced for the door. Her ribs burned with each breath and she tried to pant through the pain. Adrenaline rushed her system. Ryan stayed just behind her, keeping pace. She pushed herself harder, knowing he wouldn’t go any faster than her, even if that meant being blown up by the bomb.

      They cleared the door and kept running, racing for the black SUV in the parking lot.

      A concussive boom blew out the windows of the garage. Ryan grabbed her from behind and drew her down, shielding her from glass and other debris.

      When all she heard was crackling flames, she lifted her head. Ryan gripped her tight in his arms, staring back at the garage. The door had been blown off and she could see the flames inside between billows of black smoke. That same smoke escaped through the broken windows and left dark trails in the sky.

      “We’d better get out of here,” Ryan said. “Someone’s going to call this in and we don’t want to be tied up answering police questions.”

      He rose to his feet and helped her up as well. She leaned heavily on him, her limbs shaky and her head pounding and swirling.

      Ryan slid one hand under her chin, lifting her gaze to his. “Are you okay?”

      She nodded, but she didn’t feel okay. That had been too close. Her stomach roiled with the aftereffects of adrenaline. “I...I will be.” Now that he was here.

      Ryan slid an arm around her waist, helping steady her as they walked to the SUV. Once there, Dante got into the driver’s seat, while Ryan slid in next to her in the back. He made sure she buckled up and then kept close to her as Dante started the car.

      Normally she’d object to him doing everything for her, but she was almost at her limit and it felt good to be taken care of, to know that someone was there to protect her if she let her guard down. She rested her head on his shoulder and couldn’t resist the urge to cuddle in close.
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      Ryan watched Sutton snuggle up to him, and he battled his urge to crush her to him. He kept his arm loose around her only by extreme force of will. He’d almost lost her and that...that was unthinkable. Sutton shifted as his arm tightened around her. He loosened it and she settled again.

      She was safe.

      He sighed.

      They’d made it just in time and that had been thanks to Lexi’s skill and Dante’s driving. He owed them both a huge debt. One he intended to repay once this was all over. As it was, they nearly hadn’t made it in time. Lexi had stayed at Sutton’s sister’s house and directed them on the phone because she hadn’t wanted to lose cell reception while driving and perhaps lose the signal. When Tony’s car had started moving again thirty minutes ago, he’d made the decision to first check out this garage, rather than follow the car.

      Thank God.

      He caressed Sutton’s arm and set his lips against her hair, breathing in her scent, rather than squeezing her closer. She may not have told him that she wanted to be with him, but she trusted him and she wanted him. She had loved him once.

      God, he wanted her to love him again.

      “Where should I take you?” Dante asked from the front seat.

      Damn. Their hotel had been compromised. He just wanted to store Sutton somewhere safe and then track down and kill Tony Wallis. But at least Wallis now thought she was dead. He wouldn’t know that she’d escaped. “Suggestions?”

      “I’ll take you to my hotel. I know the security and it wouldn’t be odd for you to be seen in my company.”

      “Do it.”

      He called Lexi and let her know what was going on. “Where is Wallis now?”

      “You’ll never guess.” Her voice betrayed her confusion.

      “That’s why I have you,” he said. “So I don’t have to guess.”

      “He’s at the Russian Embassy.”

      Fuck. They couldn’t access him while he was in the embassy. “What the fuck is he doing there?”

      Sutton stirred and he hugged her closer, but her eyes had opened and she sat up. “The Russian Embassy?” she asked.

      “What’s going on?”

      “Tony is seeking sanctuary from the Russians. He’s trading the list for it at some party tonight.” She pointed at the phone and Ryan put it on speaker. “Lexi,” she said. “Is the embassy having a party or something tonight?”

      They waited while Lexi did her thing.

      “The Russians are hosting a reception tonight for Vadim Petrenko,” she told them, “a high-ranking FSB official. He’s flying in from Russia on an early evening flight. That must be who Tony is giving the information to.”

      “We need to stop that trade,” Ryan said.

      Sutton smiled even though her body ached. “Looks like we’ll be crashing a party.”
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      Less than an hour later, Sutton grimaced at herself in the mirror as she looked at the back of the black dress she wore. It had a plunging V in the front and a matching one in the back. The slit up her thigh was almost worse, but she could move. It had long sleeves so at least it covered the bandage and bruises on her arms. They’d used makeup to cover the rest.

      They were in Dante’s hotel room. Mack had brought the dress—her own, she’d said—and then left to help Ryan procure a suit. Dante stood outside the hotel door. She studied herself. Mack was shorter and curvier than her, but all in all it wasn’t a bad fit. Though the front of the dress was a touch loose, which made the deep V seem deeper.

      “What about a gun?” Lexi asked her.

      Sutton shook her head. “There’ll be a metal detector at the entrance. The point of the dress is to look helpless. But I have my knives.” She pulled the slit aside to show one of them strapped to her thigh. “Ceramic.”

      “Excellent choice of accessories.” Lexi grinned.

      “Also, each of the security staff will be carrying. If I need a gun, I’ll be able to get one.”

      Lexi’s eyes widened just slightly, but Sutton wasn’t too worried. She’d been in a lot of tight spots in her life. The thing that worried her the most was having Ryan there. Her worry for him distracted her and that wasn’t a good thing in situations where their lives hung in the balance.

      Lexi held up her hand. A small earbud rested there. “Put this in your bra until you get past security. Then switch it on and do a radio check. I’ll be listening.”

      Sutton nodded and tucked it away.

      Lexi stood in front of her, clutching her hands together. “Stick to the plan.”

      Sutton tilted her head. “We’ll be okay.”

      “How can you say that?” she asked. “You’re going into the Russian Embassy. Basically unarmed. If they catch you, they can—”

      “We’ll be fine,” she repeated. And then, just to bug the other woman: “Just as long as you hacked the invitation list.”

      Lexi stepped back, almost indignant. “I told you I did.”

      Sutton hid her smile. She found the hacker had grown on her and Sutton actually liked her. Lexi could be a bit prickly about her skill set, but overall she was a competent operator and a nice person, if a bit odd at times. “I’m just double-checking,” she reassured her. “Why don’t you make sure the hotel has card stock to print the invite out on.”

      “Good idea. I’ll be back in a few minutes.” She grabbed her ever-present laptop and left.

      Sutton had only just checked the parking lot from the window when the door opened again. Ryan entered with a garment bag thrown over one shoulder. He stopped. Stared.

      He didn’t say anything, just continued to look. She touched a hand to her hair. She’d left it loose and draped over one shoulder.

      “Maybe I should put it up?” Why was her voice so uncertain?

      “No. It’s perfect.” He set the suit on the bed and moved toward her, his voice low. “You look perfect, Sunshine.”

      All of her aches, her worries, and her fears melted away under his gaze. How could this man make her forget everything with just a look and a whispered nickname?

      He stopped in front of her, so close that if she breathed deep their chests would touch. His hand traced her jaw and tilted her face up to his. “You are so fucking gorgeous. When this is over, I want you to wear this dress for me again.”

      That implied he wanted to see her again. But was it for more than a weekend? “I thought the deal was just a weekend at your beach house.”

      “Fuck the deal,” he snarled, stepping back. “I want you for more than just a fucking weekend.”

      Those words blew her apart. She sucked in a breath, trying to steady herself. Did he really want more? “But—”

      He held up a hand. “Don’t worry. I got your message loud and clear. There’s nothing between us.” He turned away. “I need to get changed.” He stalked into the bathroom and slammed the door.

      She blew out a shaky breath. Where had all that come from? If he wanted her for more than a weekend, then how long did he want her for? She wasn’t sure her heart would survive a weekend with him, let alone anything longer.

      Just try.

      Lexi came back into the room, followed by Dante and Mack. “I just heard word from the hospital. Edworthy is heading into surgery. He’s in critical condition, but they give him a good chance of survival. I’ll keep you updated.”

      Ryan came out of the bathroom, adjusting his tie. His suit fit him perfectly and only emphasized the width of his shoulders and narrowness of his waist. It made her mouth water, and her hands ache to touch him. But his grim expression focused on the others and warned her off coming close. She’d closed that door and he’d locked it tight.

      Sutton took a deep, cleansing breath. She needed to get rid of all excess emotions. This was why she couldn’t work with Ryan. If she went into this op distracted, she could end up killing them both. She closed her eyes and took another deep breath, searching desperately for a Zen state. She tried to push her emotions into a box and store them away. If they survived, she’d pull them out later and force Ryan to talk to her.

      But she wasn’t sure how successful she’d been, because when she opened her eyes, her gaze met Ryan’s and her heart slammed in her ribcage as if it’d been hit with a bullet. A bullet he’d fired.

      Keep standing. Keep it together. Keep it locked away.

      She would get through this.

      Ryan passed his gaze onto everyone else. “The party is supposed to start in thirty minutes and Petrenko’s plane lands at about the same time. Once he gets to the party and the exchange is made, then we’ll lose the chance to get that list of names. We’re on a tight time frame, but a doable one. Let’s keep our comms open and be ready to adapt.”

      Sutton moved forward. “Let’s do this.”

      They had hashed out a basic plan on the car ride to the hotel and they continued to put as many details and backups into it as they could while Dante drove them to the embassy in yet another stolen car. This one a luxurious Mercedes. Lexi and Mack drove a few blocks behind in a communications van Mack had lifted from the DHS garage.

      Dante would drop them off at the embassy and then ditch the car before returning to wait a block away, just outside the security perimeter, but close enough to come to their aid if they made it to the street. The women would park the van and monitor the situation from the same distance. Lexi had also found a handheld drone that could help with surveillance.

      Sooner than she wanted, Dante pulled up behind another limo in front of a majestic stone mansion with a wrought-iron fence surrounding it. It didn’t look that secure except for the men in black tactical gear with German shepherds patrolling the lawn. An expensively dressed couple exited the limo in front of them and were met by two guards at the gate. After a check and a radio comm, the couple preceded to walk up the front steps, where they’d meet more security inside.

      Dante pulled up and then it was their turn.

      Ryan didn’t say anything as Dante got out and came around to open her door. He held out his hand to assist her from the car. An urge to quell the tension overcame her. She couldn’t go into this op with so many words left unspoken. She didn’t take Dante’s hand.

      “Sutton?” Ryan asked, a world of questions in her name.

      She looked back at him. “I...I also want to spend more than a weekend with you.”

      He made some kind of noise in his throat, but she wasn’t sure what it meant and didn’t stay to find out. She took Dante’s hand and slid out of the car. Dante gave her hand a squeeze, and his eyes searched hers. Whatever he saw there must have reassured him, because he gave her a quick nod and went back to the driver’s seat.

      Ryan shut the door behind himself. He wrapped an arm around her waist and leaned in to whisper in her ear. “We’re going to have a long talk when this is over, Sunshine. And then I’m going to have you naked in my bed for a week.”

      She shivered at the blatant look of lust in his eyes. It heated things that had been cold for too long. But beyond that, something inside her settled and relaxed, as if the world suddenly seemed more balanced than just a moment ago.

      A discreet cough nearby brought her back to reality. Damn. Ryan had done it again. Her face warmed when she realized she’d been caught making eyes at him. The only benefit was that it helped with their cover of husband and wife.

      “Mr. and Ms. Ivanov,” she said in Russian. “Here is our invitation.” She handed over the paper that Lexi had created based on the information she’d hacked into.

      The guard nodded as he consulted his list. “Please go inside.” He waved them in.

      First obstacle down. She held onto Ryan’s arm as they walked up the steps. A cold, calculating calm settled over her. The op had started and she would do everything in her power to make sure it succeeded and that Ryan survived. She glanced at him and saw an answering hard look in his eyes.

      They were as ready as they could be and they entered the house together.

      She spoke Russian to the guards and waited patiently while her small purse was scanned and she and Ryan walked through the metal detector. Their comm devices were too small to set off any alarms. She once again took Ryan’s arm after they’d made it through.

      Once past security, they were directed into a ballroom with glittering chandeliers, brocade wallpaper, and lots of windows overlooking the lawns. A waiter carrying glasses of champagne came up to them immediately. They both took one and pretended to sip while they strolled toward the far corner of the room.

      “Two cameras. Northeast and southwest corners,” she said in a low voice, smiling at Ryan.

      “Guards stationed at each entrance. No sign of the target.”

      She took that moment with her back to the cameras and Ryan covering her front to slip her hand into her dress and remove the earbud of the comm device. She put it in her ear under the cover of adjusting her hair over her shoulder.

      “Alpha zero, this is alpha one, radio check, over.”

      “Alpha one, this is zero. Five by five. Over.” Lexi’s voice came through clearly in her ear. Ryan nodded at her. His comms worked as well.

      “Divide and conquer?” she murmured to him. If they split up, they’d be able to track down Tony quicker.

      Something stormy passed through Ryan’s gaze, before it calmed, and he nodded. He didn’t like her plan, but he’d go along with it apparently.

      “I’ll take the back half of the building,” he said. According to the blueprints Lexi had found online, the back half were some offices, but also the kitchens and dining rooms. It would be well-trafficked with staff, and a random guest would have a harder time blending it. It made it the most dangerous. The front half were mainly offices and most likely unused at this point in the evening. She should be able to clear them quickly.

      “After I finish, I’ll start on the second floor,” she said. “You catch up when you’re done.”

      He smiled lovingly at her and her heart swelled until his words sank in. “You will wait for me before you head upstairs. This isn’t a lone ranger op. You wait for your teammate, whether you want them or not.”

      Her smile wasn’t quite as loving. They definitely needed to talk when this was over.

      “Agreed?” he asked when she didn’t say anything. “Or are you breaking the contract again?”

      She barely refrained from rolling her eyes. “Fine. Agreed.”

      His smiled turned genuine. “I will turn you into a team player yet.”

      “It depends on the team.”

      Their earbuds clicked. “As interesting as it is to hear you two flirt,” Lexi’s voice said. “Can we please get on with it?”

      “Are you in their system?” Ryan asked.

      “Roger. I’m accessing their security cameras now.”

      Ryan leaned close to her ear without the earbud and his breath caused goose bumps to ripple up her back and a delicious shiver to follow. “Stay safe,” he whispered. “I’m looking forward to our time together.”

      She swallowed hard against the pure need rising in her and stepped back. Time to cool down and focus. “I’ll see you soon.”

      She turned and walked back toward the main entrance to the ballroom, where people continued to flow in and out. The ladies’ room was just beyond. Ryan would use one of the lesser used entrances. She had no doubt in his ability to blend in and didn’t worry about him clearing this first floor. The hard part would come upstairs where they suspected Tony awaited the arrival of Petrenko. Tony would be surrounded by security, and they would most likely have to do a frontal assault to get at him.

      She made a quick stop in the ladies’ room to cover her exit from the ballroom. She touched up her lipstick and hair, and then followed three women speaking English from the room. The women spoke loudly and drew the gaze of the security guard stationed outside the door.

      Sutton slipped to the side and walked sedately but with purpose down the main hall, as if she belonged there, just another diplomatic assistant attending the reception, conscious of both the guard at the entrance and the security camera that watched her. She turned right into the first hall.

      “Alpha one, this is zero. You’re out of camera range.”

      “Copy that, Zero.”

      She dropped her sedate walk and strode to the first door. This hall should be filled with offices according to the blueprints, but it was necessary to check them all. She checked the six doors and each one was an almost exact replica of the one before: desk, bookshelves, and overflowing files on the desk. This hall definitely held paper-pushers and lower-level diplomats. She didn’t bother with more than a quick scan. There’d be nothing of interest to be found here.

      At the end, she found a narrow hall full of windows as it ran along one side of the mansion. It showed the stone wall that encircled the rest of the property and the barbed wire atop it. Probably electrified. Much more secure than the wrought-iron gate at the front.

      She walked past some windows and turned left into another hall of offices. These were a little larger and fancier than the previous ones. But still nothing.

      She went back down the windowed hall and to the last office hallway. A quick peek showed a guard outside of one. She ducked back and listened hard. There was no sound and the guard had been facing the other way, so she thought she was safe. She went back a few steps and whispered into her mic. “Alpha two, this is one. I have a tango in front of a secure door. I’m going to breach. Over.”

      “Alpha one, I’m en route,” Ryan said. “Wait out.”

      “Not necessary, two,” she said. “Just a recon. Charlie Mike. Out.” She’d told Ryan to continue mission. She could easily access the room and figure out what was going on without derailing Ryan’s clearing of the floor. For all they knew, this was just some high-level diplomat having a quiet meeting or tryst with someone. They needed more info.

      “Alpha one, this is zero.” Lexi’s voice spoke next. “Location and sitrep.”

      She almost turned off her comms in frustration. “Zero, currently on north side of building, third hallway in. Guard in front of room two doors down. Over.”

      “Plan?” Lexi asked.

      “Are you just giving alpha two time to locate me?” she asked, not hiding her exasperation.

      “Roger that,” she said.

      “We’re wasting time,” Sutton muttered.

      “I heard that,” Ryan said.

      “Children, proper comms, please,” Lexi said.

      Sutton glanced at her watch. The FSB officer’s plane had landed thirty minutes ago, which meant he could show up any moment for the exchange. They needed to find Tony now and not waste any more time.

      “This is alpha one. I’m on the move. Out.” She stepped into the hall, ignoring Ryan’s curses in her ear, and strode toward the room.
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      Sutton didn’t try to be quiet as she walked down the hall. The guard turned to her and scowled. He wore black combat pants, boots, and a long-sleeved black top. The only visible weapon was a Makarov holstered at his waist. He looked as though he should be holding an assault rifle.

      “This area is restricted,” he said in accented English. And that confirmed someone important resided in the room behind him.

      “Not to me,” she said in Russian, stopping in front of him, close enough to strike if she had to.

      “To everyone,” he replied in Russian with an accompanying scowl and faced her more squarely. He placed a hand on his weapon, not releasing it from its holster, but letting her know that he wouldn’t hesitate to use it. The importance of the person behind the door escalated in her mind.

      She took a chance. “Petrenko sent me. I need to speak with Wallis.”

      “I wasn’t told this.”

      She played her part even though she wanted to crow with triumph, so she gave the guard a haughty look and arched a brow. “Why would he consult with you?”

      The man practically snarled. “Five minutes.” He opened the door.

      She stepped inside, not liking that she left an armed guard at her back, but unable to see a better way at the moment. Besides, when Ryan showed up, he could take care of him. Her only priority was to secure that list of names before Petrenko actually made it to the embassy.

      The room looked like a rich man’s study, with heavy wood and leather furniture, bookshelves, and even a fake fireplace with pristine birch logs laying in it. She half expected Tony to be smoking a pipe in one of the wingback chairs rather than standing and staring out the window.

      “Hello, Tony,” she said to the man who’d held her hostage this afternoon. “Nice party.”

      He spun toward her. “How—” His lips compressed. “They managed to find you in time. I should have known when the team’s chatter went quiet.” He smiled, not a reaction she’d hoped for. “What is it you intend to do?” he asked. “I’m in the Russian Embassy, under guard. You acted impulsively again, didn’t you? It’s a wonder you’ve survived this long in this game.”

      She ignored his taunt. “This has gone far enough, Tony. Give me the drive with the names.” She didn’t think he’d hand them over, but if she could do this quietly then she would.

      His lip curled and she knew it wouldn’t be quiet.

      “And you’ll what?” He laughed. “Let me go? Leave me with the Russians? You—”

      She struck hard, with her fist hitting his throat. He bent over, grabbed it with both hands, choking. She grabbed the sides of his head and slammed her knee into his face. He thudded to his knees; his one hand flung out and hit a side table with a vase. It crashed to the floor.

      Shit. She turned to the door just as it burst open. The guard had his weapon out and sighted on her. She dove to the side. Bullets cut through the air and slammed into the wall behind her, sending bits of drywall flying. Everything had just gone to hell.

      “Contact. Contact. Contact,” she said into her mic. She crawled behind the desk. “Second room. North hallway. One guard.”

      Tony scrambled past the guard and out the door. Fuck.

      “Target is on the move,” she said.

      “Hold on, one,” Ryan’s voice came. “Almost there.”

      Sutton slid her skirt up, revealing the two ceramic knives strapped to her legs. She was a sitting duck as soon as the guard realized she didn’t have a gun. She palmed one knife, ready to throw.

      “Come out, suka,” he said. “I will kill you if you don’t.”

      “Please don’t shoot,” she said in Russian, holding one hand up above the desk, praying he wouldn’t shoot it. She gripped the knife in her other hand. The guard’s breathing sounded heavy in the room, but it let her locate him.

      “Stand up,” he ordered.

      She focused on where she heard his voice and shifted her grip on the knife. In one smooth motion, she stood; in the split second she saw him with his weapon, his finger tightening on the trigger, she adjusted her aim and threw. Then she flung herself back to the floor.

      A bullet whizzed by her head before she hit the carpet. A heavy thud followed. She peeked around the desk. The guard lay sprawled on his back, her knife embedded in his throat.

      She jumped up, yanked her knife from his neck, and wiped it on his shirt before sliding it back into her leg sheath. The guard’s gun went into the little crossbody purse she wore, barely fitting inside. She smoothed her dress, stepped over the body and shut the door behind her.

      The music, voices, and general din from the ballroom must have covered the sound of the guard’s shot, because she wasn’t met with a contingent of reinforcements. But she was sure they’d be on their way soon.

      Their timeline had just been cut further.

      Ryan turned the corner at the far end of the hall and strode toward her. He held out his elbow and she snagged it, falling into step with him. “Problems?” he asked.

      “Target got away.”

      “And the guard?” Ryan asked.

      “His body’s in the study.”

      A shout echoed from behind them. Then another in rapid Russian. Someone had probably come to investigate and the body had been found. Neither of them turned; they kept walking, turned a corner, and passed the bathrooms. More people wandered this hall and they blended in easily. The muscles in her back relaxed.

      Ryan glanced at her and his lips twitched. “So was it Sutton in the study with a knife?”

      She barely suppressed her grin. “This isn’t a game of Clue.”

      He patted her arm. “Let’s go find our missing man. Thoughts?”

      She tapped her mic. “Zero, has anyone left the building?”

      “Negative, alpha one. Only guests entering.”

      She turned to Ryan. “He’s still inside. We need to split up again.”

      He kept a smile for the people around them, but his gaze hardened. “Look how well that worked last time. Let’s try things my way now.”

      He had a point and so she nodded. “I think he’ll head to the second floor.”

      “Agreed.” Ryan steered them past the grand staircase and into a narrow hall beyond it. “There’s another set of stairs back here, according to the blueprints.”

      They found a narrow spiral staircase at the end of the hall. It must have been what the servants used to get around. The mansion was part maze and part mystery castle, with back staircases and servant halls. At the top of the stairs, Ryan paused, peeking into the hallway before he motioned her after him.

      She handed him the guard’s weapon. “It’s only got four rounds left but it’s better than nothing.”

      “What about you?”

      She hiked up her skirt and pulled out both knives, holding one to throw and one to fight with. “I’m good.”

      Ryan’s gaze had turned appreciative and lingered on her legs while she’d armed herself. “Jesus, you are so fucking hot.”

      Her insides warmed but she forced herself to frown. “Focus.”

      He gave a low laugh that kindled the warmth into flames, as if he knew what he did to her with just a look.

      “Later,” he promised. Then he checked and cleared the weapon before looking back at her. “We’ll clear room by room.” He took point and she backed him up. In one room, a woman looked up from behind a desk where she tapped away on a laptop. Ryan hid the gun by his side.

      Sutton giggled and stumbled into Ryan while she kept her knives hidden. Ryan caught her with a smile. “Sorry.” Sutton slurred the word to the woman. “Looking for some privacy with my man.” The woman’s face pinched with disapproval and waved them out. Sutton gave her an exaggerated smile with another giggle, before shutting the door.

      Ryan raised his eyebrows at her.

      She shrugged. “Well, now she just thinks we’re looking for a room to hook up in,” she replied to his unspoken question.

      “Good thinking.”

      “Let’s move.” They continued to search the rooms one by one. Time pressed in on them. Petrenko would be showing up any moment, and security actively searched for intruders now. Twice they had to hide in rooms from a guard passing by.

      “Alpha one, alpha two, this is zero. Sitrep.” Lexi’s voice sounded a bit strained over the line.

      “Zero, this is two,” Ryan said. “Target still unaccounted for. Still searching the second level.”

      “Petrenko incoming. Security is congregating at the main entrance. Locate the target and use the back entrance.”

      “Wilco. Alpha one out,” Sutton said. Things were heating up. She didn’t ask to split up and cover more ground. They needed to stick together at this point. “We need to move faster.”

      “Agreed.” Ryan moved to the next door, listened, and then shifted to the side before opening it. “Clear.”

      She was already at the next door and followed the same routine. They kept moving like that through one hallway and into the next. “Where the hell is this guy?”

      Ryan had just paused to listen at a door when his hand went up. She stilled. He held up one finger and caught her gaze. He nodded.

      Tony was inside. What they didn’t know was whether he was alone.

      Ryan held up three fingers. Then two.

      One.

      He thrust open the door, his gun up, and moved inside. She stepped in right behind him, her knife up and ready to throw.

      Tony stood alone in an office, speaking in Russian to someone on his cell. “I’m telling you, they’re in the fucking embassy.” He stopped and his eyes widened when he saw them. He focused on Ryan’s gun. “Fuck,” he said into the phone. “They’ve found me.”

      He hung up. Sutton could see the calculation in his eyes. “I’ll give you the flash drive if you let me go.”

      “You’ll give us the flash drive no matter what,” Ryan said in a hard voice. “The only thing that is up to chance is whether you come with us or you die here.”

      Frustration twisted Tony’s features into an ugly mask. “I won’t be the one dying today. Security is on its way. You won’t get out of here alive.”

      As if to punctuate his statement, shouts and pounding footsteps came up the hall. Sutton locked the door while Ryan held Tony at gunpoint.

      “This won’t hold if they come looking,” she warned.

      Tony laughed. “You’re both fools, risking your lives for this government, this country. It doesn’t care about you. You’re just tools.”

      Ryan struck Tony in the temple with the butt of his gun. Tony crumpled to the floor. Ryan began searching his clothes.

      Sutton went to the window. “A straight drop into bushes. A stone wall on one side with barbed wire on top. We’ll be sitting ducks down there.”

      Ryan stood. He held a flash drive in his hand. “Got it.” He stuck it in his front pants pocket. “Let’s get the fuck out of here.”

      “Door or window?”

      “I’ll take the door. You go by the window.”

      Her mouth dropped open. He was offering to be her distraction. “That’s fucking suicide for you and you know it. What happened to the teamwork you keep spouting about?”

      His grin was fierce. “Then we take the door together and we fight our way out.”

      She couldn’t help but grin back. Both of them must be insane to be enjoying this, but she never felt more alive than on a mission, especially one with Ryan at her side. “I’ve got an idea.” She tapped her mic. “Zero, this is one.”

      “Whisky Tango Foxtrot! Exfil now.” Stress fractured Lexi’s voice.

      “We’ve been compromised,” Sutton said coolly. “We need a distraction.”

      “Should I set a fire or something?” Lexi asked.

      That made Sutton smile. “Unless you’ve got a missile in that van that we don’t know about, a fire won’t be quick enough.”

      “What are you thinking?”

      “I need you to call my sister.”

      “You want me to call your...sister?” The pause held too many questions for Sutton to answer. Even Ryan looked at her as if she’d lost her mind. But she plowed on. She gave Lexi Amelia’s number. “Tell her where I am and to bring everyone she can to the party.”

      “I’m on it,” Lexi said. “Zero out.”

      “Are you sure?” Ryan said. “Then you’ll have two sets of people after you. We might still—”

      The doorknob twisted and then shook. They both froze. Security had reached their room. She slid into place beside Ryan against the wall.

      “It’s locked,” someone yelled outside in Russian.

      “Find a key,” another voice replied. “We’ve got to clear the whole floor.”

      The man cursed and stomped off. They had a few moments’ reprieve.

      “It’s now or never,” Ryan said. “If we wait, we’ll be caught here without an escape route.”

      “Agreed.”

      He pulled her back when she stepped to the door. “We stick together.”

      She held his gaze. “You’re not going to get rid of me now.”

      “I’m going to hold you to that.” He took the lead and gripped the doorknob in one hand and his gun in the other. He looked back at her. She drew a deep breath and centered herself, holding both her knives in a firm, yet loose grasp.

      A part of her wanted to stop Ryan from opening the door until she’d told him what was in her heart, in case something happened to her, or God forbid, him. But that wasn’t their way. They couldn’t take the time to deal with emotions—not here, not now. She’d just pray that they’d both come out of this in one piece. But she could do one thing.

      She leaned in close and gave him a quick, hard kiss. “I’m ready.”

      “Definitely more than a weekend,” he promised. Then his face lost all expression and the SEAL commander took over. “Moving.”

      Ryan opened the door and slid into the hallway, leaving the door partly closed so it blocked her from sight. She snarled that he’d put himself in harm’s way alone and yanked the door fully open, her knife up to strike.

      The hall was clear.

      They didn’t hesitate but raced away from the tiny spiral staircase where, if they were caught, it would mean death and toward the back of the building. Movement behind her made her glance back.

      A security guard took aim with a handgun. She shoved Ryan to the side and went the other way. The gun barked and bullets seemed to brush her skin. She staggered. Too close.

      Ryan gripped her hand and pulled her forward and around the corner. He leaned back around the corner and fired one shot.

      She didn’t even hear the body drop before they were running again. Another guard stepped into the hall ahead of them. He shouted and raised his weapon. Ryan pushed her behind him and lifted his gun. One shot and the guard fell. They ran again. A siren sounded in the distance.

      Two shots left. And she only had two knives. They would run out of ammo and weapons long before they made it off this floor.

      Shouts alerted them to a group of guards rushing toward them. They ducked into a room and let them pass by before they raced off again. More sirens sounded and they were getting closer.

      They ran back into the hall and toward a set of stairs near the other end of the building. Guards, all wearing black, rushed up the steps, pouring into the hall like beefy ants. Sutton skidded to a halt, but it was too late to turn around. The guards had weapons out.

      She threw her knife and hit the lead one in the chest. He dropped his weapon and fell to his knees. Ryan shot the next two as soon as they exited the stairwell around their comrade. She threw her last knife at the next one and then the fight was on. They had to disarm the guards before they could get a shot off. Four of them down and two left.

      She struck hard and fast, kicking one of the soldiers coming out of the stairwell in the chest and launching him back down the steps. Then she pivoted to kick one of the downed guards in the head when he reached for his gun. Ryan had the last guard in a head lock and within seconds dropped the limp body to the ground. He hadn’t held on long enough to kill so they only had seconds before he revived.

      Ryan grabbed her hand and yanked her toward the stairs. She followed and they both hopped over the unconscious body of the guard she’d kicked down. They burst onto the first floor and the cacophony of noise struck them almost physically.

      Shouts for order and a few screams threaded through the sirens outside. The music from the ballroom had stopped but in its place, people demanded to know what was going on, both in English and Russian. They walked quickly toward the ballroom, following a waiter carrying an empty tray, trying to look inconspicuous.

      “No one is allowed to leave!” someone shouted near the front of the mansion.

      “Shit,” Ryan said. “That’s not good. They’re searching the guests.”

      “Then we’re going to have to make the guests stampede for the door.”

      They both looked at each other and nodded. She almost smiled. They turned and headed back the way the waiter had come from and into the chaos of the large, industrial kitchen. Chefs shouted at waiters, and waiters shouted back, their voices echoing off the pristine white tiled walls and floor and stainless-steel countertops. No one paid them any attention.

      Sutton looked around and found what she wanted. Ryan covered her movements as she strode to the nearest wall and yanked on the fire alarm. A screeching siren rang out, freezing everyone where they stood. They all pivoted to stare at her. Sprinklers in the ceiling burst open, raining onto everyone and everything.

      A heavyset man in the middle of the room bellowed and started shouting orders to cover up the food. Sutton smiled while Ryan outright laughed. They ran out of the kitchen before they got drenched and used a narrow wait-staff corridor heading to the ballroom. The fire alarm continued to blare, almost covering up the noise of the guests ahead.

      Ryan cracked the swinging door into the back of the ballroom and peeked through. He gave the all clear signal and strode inside, not pausing until they’d entered the throng of people trying to push their way past the guards. No one wanted to be inside a building with alarms going off.

      Especially when police, SWAT, and fire crews could be seen on the street outside with their lights flashing. Overall, the panic level of the crowd was high.

      “Almost stampede time,” she murmured.

      Ryan somehow caught her words and glanced back at her. “Let’s work our way closer to the front.”

      They pushed their way through the crowd until they stood right in the middle of all the glittering, bejeweled guests. Sutton hated to be surrounded like this because it didn’t allow her to move freely, but knew it was their best chance of hiding in plain sight.

      A woman screamed behind them. A drone buzzed outside one of the grand floor-to-ceiling windows, dive-bombing toward them. It had a red canister attached below it.

      Sutton smiled. Thank you, Lexi. “Bomb!” she yelled as loud as she could.

      And the stampede started.

      People screamed, ducked, dropped to the floor, pushed to the front of the room, or raced to one of the back doors. Chaos not just reigned; it started a tyrannical dictatorship.

      “Zero. Nice bomb threat,” she said into her mic.

      Ryan had an iron grip on her arm, yanking her toward the door while keeping an eye on everyone around them.

      “Thanks,” Lexi said. “I couldn’t find a missile, but I had a drone. I attached a Coke can to it. Is it helping?”

      “You’re a fucking genius,” Ryan said over the comms.

      His grip on Sutton’s arm loosened, but he still held her close. They flowed with the part of the crowd moving past the guards and toward the front door, keeping their faces down.

      One guard reached out and grabbed her forearm, pulling her away from Ryan. She cried out when he pressed on her bandaged cut. Blood seeped onto her hand. The cut must have opened with all the fighting. Ryan fought the tide of people to get back to her but it was slow going.

      The guard spotted the blood on her hand and jumped to an unfortunately correct conclusion. “You!” he shouted in Russian.

      Before he could say anything else, she slammed her knee into his groin. He released her and she flowed back into the crowd. Ryan stood like a rock in a raging river, his arm extended for her, not letting anyone push him away from her. People flowed around him, and she let the crowd take her to him.

      He snagged her and brought her close to his side. “Shall we?”

      “Let’s blow this place,” she said.

      They walked out into the evening filled with sirens and flashing lights and barked orders. People in tuxes and ballgowns spilled onto the lawn and out into the street. The media had finally arrived and lapped up the chaos like a cat given butter.

      The gate and freedom were only yards away. The guard she’d kneed in the groin recovered enough to start shouting behind her. Russian guards and FSB officers rushed toward them.

      “There she is!” Amelia shouted from the front of a group of police and SWAT. Most drew their weapons and sighted on her. With a glance behind, and the Russians so close, she let go of Ryan, and hurried toward the police.

      “What are you doing?” Ryan demanded, keeping pace with her.

      “I need you free to get me out of this. Don’t let them take you for questioning.”

      He scowled but let the crowd pull him from her and off the Russian Embassy property.

      “Stop!” a Russian security officer shouted, his weapon sighted on her.

      She shook her head, raised her hands, and stepped off Russian soil and into American police custody.
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      Sutton leaned her head back against the concrete wall in the jail cell and sighed. She sat on a steel bench bolted to the cement floor. The black dress was ripped and blood-stained. The police had let EMS see to her cuts and bruises before plunking her into this holding cell.

      Sutton glanced at the stained floor and the open seatless toilet in the corner and grimaced. She was definitely getting too old for this shit. Not that it mattered anymore. After tonight, she wouldn’t be able to go undercover anymore. The news crews and their cameras had taken care of that.

      Amelia had brought her paper slippers for her bare feet and news, before she’d been shoved out of the holding area for being family. Apparently, Lexi had gotten in touch and let Amelia know that Tony had been taken into custody by the DHS. The Russians hadn’t wanted him if he didn’t have the list anymore, so they’d dumped him onto the street. The flash drive with the names had been salvaged by Ryan and everyone had a happy ending.

      Except for her.

      No. She was not feeling sorry for herself. Just because it had been three hours since she’d been plopped in this cell and felt as though she’d been forgotten didn’t mean that she was. It was just the adrenaline crash. All she wanted was to stretch out and sleep for twenty-four hours. Her cellmate, a woman in a bikini halter and a tube top masquerading as a skirt, sat at the other end of the bench. She probably wouldn’t appreciate Sutton’s feet on her lap. Sutton eyed the woman’s four-inch heels, thankful for her paper slippers at least.

      A cop with an out-of-date mustache came up to the door and opened it.

      Sutton straightened. It was about time.

      “Come on, Sally,” he said. “Your guy’s posted bail for you.”

      Sally wobbled out on her heels. She glanced back and her face softened. “He’s not worth it, hon.”

      “Pardon?”

      “Whoever you’re in here for.” She waved a dragon-clawed hand around the cell. “Stop pining for him. You’re a classy lady. Fuck him.”

      “Thanks,” Sutton said, suddenly ashamed of the thoughts she’d had about the woman beside her. “You too.”

      Sally shrugged. “I’m a lost cause. Don’t be me.” She lifted her chin and followed the officer out.

      The door clanged shut and she sat, truly alone now.

      Sutton had been in a cell before. It shouldn’t have been anything new, but somehow this was different. The mission was over. She was in the States and somehow she wasn’t free. Had they forgotten about her? Maybe getting her released was trickier than she’d thought. Surely by tomorrow someone would come.

      She sighed and finally succumbed to the need to sleep. She stretched out on her back on the narrow bench and closed her eyes. Instead of sleep, images assaulted her. Images of Ryan as she’d last seen him getting pulled away by the crowd. Amelia would have let her know if anything had happened to him. He had to be free and okay.

      And she would be soon, she promised herself. She just had to be patient. And when she was free, she was going to confront Ryan. It was past time they figured out what was between them. Maybe they could even start something new.

      The image of the woman in the bikini who’d answered Ryan’s door so long ago came to her. How he’d moved on so quickly from their relationship. She shook the old memory and pain away. That was in the past and not worth thinking about.

      And besides, he’d promised to collect a weekend from her and he fulfilled his promises.

      Heat curled inside her at that thought. She shifted on the bench, trying to get comfortable. He would show eventually.

      “Nice slippers, Sunshine.” His voice broke into her thoughts.

      She bounded upright, a smile on her face when she spotted him on the other side of the open door. He’d ditched his jacket and had rolled up the sleeves of his dress shirt. He looked scrumptious. But where was the guard? “You’re not breaking me out of here, are you?” Had things gone wrong? Were they leaving her to face charges?

      “Relax, gorgeous,” Ryan said. “I just asked the officer if I could get you myself. He’s waiting on the other side with your release papers.”

      She smiled. “Thank God. I really didn’t want to go on the run in these slippers. Even with you.”

      He arched a brow. “Could have been fun.”

      That look had the heat whipping up inside her. “Get me out of here.”

      “Gladly.” He extended his hand and she put hers in it, her heart thumping hard enough to be heard. When had holding hands excited her this much?

      She shuffled out of the cell and the police station, never once letting go of his hand, even when she signed for her jewelry and purse.

      Outside, he glanced down at her feet and then, without any warning, swept her into his arms, carrying her down the stone steps of the department and across the street to a black sports car.

      “Milady,” he murmured, setting her on her feet and opening the passenger door for her.

      She knew it was a joke, but she couldn’t help the warmth that suffused her cheeks, as something bloomed inside her, and a smile played on her lips.

      She settled into the car and Ryan slid into the driver’s seat. “Sorry it took so long to get you, but Silas insisted on a debrief while he worked on getting you released. By the way, you don’t have to debrief until tomorrow.”

      “Well, that’s sweet since it’s after midnight.”

      Ryan laughed. “Do you want me to take you home?”

      “I’m not sure there’s much left of my apartment, but yes.” She did need to sleep. Would Ryan come with her? Would he even want to collect on his weekend? Why was she having doubts now?

      At her apartment, he followed her up and saw her inside. The door had crime-scene tape. Once she unlocked it and ducked under the tape, she grimaced at what awaited her. Her living room had been destroyed; the kitchen seemed to have fared better and the bedroom best of all, though the smell of char and smoke lingered everywhere.

      Ryan walked in and cleared the whole apartment. She let him, liking the feeling of being the one being taken care of for once. He came out of her bedroom with a satisfied look on his face. “I like that you look at my beach when you’re in bed each night.”

      She shrugged one shoulder, trying to be casual. “It’s a pretty beach.”

      He looked at her and a predator gazed out of his eyes. “My house is on that beach.” His smile was slow and too sexy. “You like it because it’s mine.”

      For the second time, her cheeks flushed with warmth. Damn him. “Maybe,” she said, trying not to smile. “Maybe I just like beaches.”

      He stalked back to her and cradled her face in his hands. “No,” he whispered. “It’s mine and so are you.”

      And then he kissed her. It started out slow, sweet, and soft. She succumbed to the spell he wove and closed her eyes. Her heart thudded heavy in her chest and her arms went around his back, feeling the strength in his muscles through his shirt. She wanted this man and not just for one night or even one weekend. She wanted him for the rest of her life. His kiss lulled her, accepted her, cherished her.

      He pulled back. “Get some rest.” He gazed into her eyes. “Debrief tomorrow. Silas has something for you. It’s completely your choice. No pressure.”

      He gave her an odd little smile and touched his lips to her forehead. Then he left the apartment and didn’t look back.

      She blinked and deflated where she stood.

      He’d...left.
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      The next morning, she reported to DHS headquarters and found Silas Branson’s office without too much trouble. The managing director of her department in the CIA was also in his office. Director Carsons had silver hair, a pot belly, and the type of attitude that suggested he should be chewing on a cigar. The two men sat with coffee cups, chatting, when she knocked on the open door.

      “Come in.” Silas waved her toward an open chair in front of his desk. “It’s good to finally meet you in person.”

      “Agent McRaven,” the director said. “I’m glad this mess has been sorted out.”

      Mess? She arched a brow. “I guess being accused of being a traitor and hunted by every agency out there could be described as a bit of a mess.”

      The man frowned.

      She turned to Silas. “Do you want me to give you a statement?”

      Silas had a smirk in his eye. “I got everything I need from Ryan.”

      “So what am I doing here?”

      Carsons turned to her. “I thought the DHS office would be easier for you to get to after your experience.”

      Now it was her turn to frown. “Why would you care if it was easier? What’s going on?”

      The man sighed and then steepled his fingers. “I’m afraid you’re being relegated to an admin position until further notice.”

      She blinked. She hadn’t been expecting this. “Why?”

      “Your little stunt at the Russian Embassy was caught on many cameras and multiple networks. In particular, your face and name was on every channel last night. I’m assuming you realized that?”

      “You do realize I was incarcerated last night?”

      “Yes. Unfortunate for your career.”

      Both of her eyebrows lifted. “Unfortunate?”

      He straightened. “Like I was saying, you still have a position with the CIA. You’re just no longer associated with the field.”

      “Admin,” she said flatly. In other words, she’d have an interior broom closet where she managed the cafeteria workers. “Why not an analyst?”

      “It was a decision made above my head.”

      “In other words,” Silas said, his expression grim and stony, “they’re blaming you for bringing bad press onto the CIA.”

      She turned back to the director. “Is that true?”

      He shifted in his seat and didn’t meet her eyes. “It was decided that you need a break from the limelight for a while.”

      Anger boiled inside her and her hands clenched into fists. How dare they. Her breathing quickened.

      “Bastard.”

      “Really, Sutton. Is name-calling necessary?” Carsons asked, his voice filled with satisfaction. “This is why we felt you might need a break, especially because of all the unfortunate things that have happened to you recently.” He lifted his chin slightly and he eyed her clenched fists. “But apparently it’s necessary.”

      Silas went predatory still.

      The rage inside her coalesced into a pinprick of super-heated fury, waiting to explode into a supernova. Everything became calm and focused, like just before a fire-fight. They would not shove her into the dark for something that wasn’t her fault. She’d spent fifteen years working her ass off for them and had given up all semblance of a life for them, and this is how they treated her?

      Fifteen years.

      Her life.

      Her life with Ryan.

      She lifted her chin in a return challenge. “My formal resignation will be on your desk tomorrow.” She turned to Silas, who visibly relaxed and grinned at her, approval in his eyes.

      “Ryan said you had something for me?” she asked in a polite voice, taking great care to ignore the director as he stood and huffed himself out of the office.

      “Well done, McRaven.” Silas opened a drawer and withdrew an envelope. He tapped it once against his other palm. “Let me know if you ever want back in the game.”

      She didn’t say no. She had no idea what she would do now, but she did know that she couldn’t make any kind of commitment until she sorted out what was between her and Ryan. She held out her hand.

      The envelope was heavier than just a letter. With a glance at Silas, she opened it.

      A ticket to San Diego in her name. And a sheet of paper.

      

      I hope you come. And not just for a weekend.

      

      R.
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      Three days later, she drove her rental car up to a beach house she hadn’t seen in a long time. Her heart beat like a wild bird trying to escape a cage. She shut off the engine and wiped her hands on her jeans. It was just Ryan. He was expecting her. This wasn’t a life-or-death situation.

      None of it reassured her. She somehow couldn’t calm herself down, no matter how many deep breaths she took.

      What if he’d changed his mind?

      Stop that. He’d given her a ticket to come see him.

      He wanted her here. She had to remember that. With a last deep breath that was more of a sigh, she opened the door and got out. She left her small suitcase in the back and only took her purse. She hated feeling so insecure.

      Once she started walking, she kept going, just like moving toward an objective. Don’t think about what can go wrong; just do the job you have to do, and keep going. She knocked on the door without hesitation, though her heart rate skyrocketed into the danger zone.

      The door opened right away. He must have heard her car pull up. He smiled and she couldn’t help but smile back. He reached out a hand and she put hers in it, allowing him to pull her inside and into his arms for a hug that engulfed and reassured and promised good things.

      “I’m glad you came,” he whispered in her ear, still hugging her.

      “Me too.”

      “I wasn’t sure you would,” he said.

      She gave a little laugh. “I always pay my debts.”

      He frowned and stepped back. She missed his warmth already. “Is that the only reason you came?” he asked. “To fulfill our contract?”

      Here was her chance to blow her own cover of tough-CIA-agent and show her true self. The self that wanted a real life with this man. Showing vulnerability had never been easy.

      But she hadn’t come all this way to be a coward.

      She shook her head slowly. “Not because of the contract,” she said. “I wanted to spend time with you...as much time as you’ll let me.”

      He nodded, but didn’t smile, and her heart fell off a cliff. Oh God, had she made a mistake?

      “We need to talk,” he said.

      Her mouth almost dropped open. “Seriously, Ryan? You’re breaking up with me before we even get together?”

      He gave a mirthless chuckle. “No. I mean we need to talk, before I take you to bed and keep you naked for a week.”

      Oh. Her face heated and visions of what they’d be doing heated her insides.

      His gaze became knowing and that intensified the warmth, until he beckoned her farther into the house. “Let me make coffee.”

      She followed him into his kitchen—simple, bright, with amazing views of the beach. She stared longingly for a moment before focusing back on Ryan, who busied himself with a stainless-steel coffeemaker.

      “Talk about what?” she asked, admiring the strength of Ryan’s profile before he turned that piercing gaze on her.

      “Us, of course,” he said. “What happened to us the first time and will it happen again? I need to know if this is just a fling for you, or if you’re here to see if there’s something more long-term between us.”

      “I don’t do flings.” She hadn’t had a fling since before dating Ryan the first time. It just wasn’t in her nature to have a one-night-or-weekend-stand. Though she had been willing to do one with Ryan if that’s all that he’d truly wanted. “I want to see where this goes between us. I...I missed you.”

      The furrow between his brows and his narrowed eyes said he didn’t believe her. “Why did you never contact me then? I get that you had moved on.” He scrubbed a hand over his head. “But I never did. I waited for you to come back. I waited for years.”

      Something inside her cracked open and started to bleed. “But I did come back.”

      “When?” He crossed his arms over his chest, an implicit challenge in his stance. “When did you come back?”

      “Six months after we’d broken up. A woman with long, dark hair answered the door.” She swallowed hard. The pain of that day ripped through her again, almost as fresh as when she’d seen the woman. It was the day she’d realized she hadn’t meant as much to Ryan as she’d thought, because if she had then why had he moved on so quickly? “She was wearing a bikini and seemed very at home.”

      He frowned and then his expression cleared. “Ah, shit. That was Sonja, one of my cousins.” He cursed. “I always had her housesit for me when I was away on ops. You let Sonja scare you away?”

      Something inside her loosened. She’d spent all this time thinking that he’d started living with someone new so soon after they’d broken up. “She didn’t scare me. I just...didn’t want to get in the way of your happiness. Especially since I was still working for the CIA. Something you’d already made your feelings known about.”

      He held up a hand. “It wasn’t your job at the CIA that bothered me. I was just so damn jealous of all the time you devoted to it.” He sighed. “But it also made me proud. It was one of the reasons I was so attracted to you.”

      “Maybe it just wasn’t our time to be together. Your job also took so much of your time.” She paused. “Did you ever date anyone else seriously?”

      “Not seriously. What part of I-waited-years-for-you didn’t you understand?”

      Some part of her was happy about his answer, but another bigger part mourned their loss of time. “Do you think we can make this work a second time?” She was going to do her best to make it work. She didn’t want to lose this man again.

      He appraised her and she didn’t look away, willing him to see her and what she would do for him. “I’m not a SEAL any—”

      “You’ll always be a SEAL.”

      He gave a slight nod. “I’m no longer an operational SEAL,” he amended. “I’m a business consultant. So that means only one of us has a tough job.”

      She hesitated for only a moment. “Actually...I don’t have a job anymore.”

      “You left the CIA?”

      She wasn’t sure whether she should be irritated by his incredulous tone. “They didn’t give me a choice. They benched me to a paper-pushing position.”

      “Shit. I’m sorry.”

      She shrugged as if it didn’t mean anything that her long and distinguished career had ended so ignominiously. “So that means neither of us have tough jobs anymore.” She forced a laugh that definitely didn’t sound real. “I don’t actually have any job at the moment.”

      “You’re looking to retire?”

      “I’m looking to start over. I think retirement might be boring.”

      “It is.” He opened a cupboard and grabbed two mugs. “Hence, my consulting gig.”

      “I thought you hated consulting.”

      He turned to the coffeepot and poured two cups, doctoring hers with cream before handing it to her. “I do. But it pays the bills. Though, to be honest, Silas asked me to be available for other high-priority missions.”

      Her brows raised. “He thought you did a good job tracking me down?” she teased.

      Ryan laughed. “Apparently so. Unfortunately, working the occasional mission doesn’t pay well, so I’d have to keep up the consulting.” His grimace said it all.

      She couldn’t stop her smile of excitement. “What if I had a proposition for you?”

      His eyes darkened and his gaze went to her lips.

      Her breath quickened. Damn, he could sidetrack her so easily. “Not that kind of proposition,” she said.

      “Too bad.” He shrugged and sipped his coffee. “I’m listening.”

      “I’ve done a lot of thinking in the past three days,” she said. And really, she’d been playing with this idea for years in the back of her head. It just seemed to make sense right now. “I think we should go into business together.”

      “What kind of business?”

      “I want to open a private investigation firm. I’d handle the cases and manage the team. You’d be the silent partner and my backup.”

      His head cocked. “Silent?”

      “Well...to be honest, I wasn’t sure how you’d like this idea. So you could do as little or as much as you’d like. And it would fit with you taking missions with Silas.”

      He was quiet for a long time. “Where would the home base be?”

      She bit her lip and glanced around. “I’m easy, but I like California.”

      He set his coffee down and his eyes practically glowed. “And what would we name this agency?”

      “Raven Investigations.”

      Something in the tilt of his head made the feminine part of her stop and take notice. He took a step toward her. “So we’re going to be partners?”

      A thrill went through her at his low, rough voice, and she backed away a step. “If you’d like.”

      He stepped out from around the counter. “I want to finish off our first contract before I sign anything else.”

      Confusion slowed her pulse slightly. “You want me to take pictures of your beach?”

      He chuckled and it sent her pulse running again. “At some point yes, but this is about you. You breached our contract three times.” His smile was part hunter and part seducer and made her feel as if the air had thinned. “So you owe me three consequences.”

      “Three?”

      He nodded and stepped toward her. She couldn’t help but tense.

      “The first time when you met your sister for coffee.”

      “I told you—”

      He took another step toward her and her breath caught. He was stalking her. The intent look in his eyes made her shiver.

      He gave his wooden dining table a long look. “For that infraction, I want to lay you out and feast upon you.”

      The vision sent a thrill right through her. She licked her lips, but couldn’t swallow because her throat was so dry.

      His gaze tracked her tongue and warmth ignited in her core. He moved closer and she stepped back automatically, the glass patio doors behind her. “Then you left my hotel room for a second time,” he said, his voice low.

      Now her gasp was outrage. “I had a Russian assassin after me.”

      The lethal grace of him mesmerized her as he moved closer. Close enough to touch. “Not my fault you opened the door.” Without warning, he spun her around so she faced the beach through the patio door. “For that,” he whispered in her ear, his breath caressing the sensitive skin there. “For that, I’ll take you against the glass.” His hands skimmed down her front, sliding down the sides of her breasts, over her stomach and down her hips. “Where we’ll watch the waves surge and crash, while I make you scream my name.” His words as much as his hands made her throb, but it wasn’t enough; he wasn’t touching her where she wanted him most.

      And then he was gone. A few paces back, looking too calm, too collected, too cool while she panted and heaved and wanted to moan the loss of his strong hands. Something in his eyes changed from the lustful predator to the calculating commander.

      She wasn’t sure what had changed, but it wasn’t something she’d shy away from now, not after traveling all this way. “And the third time?”

      He stalked toward her and she couldn’t help but back away, her heart thundering with both the primal fear of being caught, and the desire to be caught. Her back hit a wall and she could only watch as he shifted in close.

      “The third time was in the Russian Embassy.” A muscle in his jaw leapt. “You didn’t follow the plan.”

      She opened her mouth to defend her actions, but his head tilted even as his gaze laser-focused on hers. The intensity in them simmered with heat and...anger. She didn’t speak.

      “You could have been killed,” he growled. He took a couple of deep breaths. “I know what we do is dangerous work, but...if we’re going to work together, if this is going to work between us...” He braced a hand on either side of her head, enclosing her. “You must stick to the plan.”

      Sadness overtook her, drowning the desire, but she had to speak her truth. If he couldn’t accept who she was, then they were doomed before they could start. “I can’t promise that,” she said softly, reasonably. “And neither can you.” Please see that.

      He pressed in close so their chests just touched and their breaths mingled. Her pulse ratcheted up again. “Then you’ll have to face the consequences of disobedience,” he said.

      The sadness slowly dissipated as she realized what he meant. He wasn’t going to try to force her to be someone she wasn’t.

      “For the third breach of contract,” he said, keeping eye contact with her. “Tell me how you truly feel about me.”

      She almost started, having expected more of his seductive requests. This one, though—it stopped her: To tell him how she really felt? How she’d always felt?

      Like jumping out of a plane for the first time, two emotions gripped her. Both a fear of the unknown, and a thrilling desire to see what would happen if she did something so bold.

      She leapt.

      Her voice was breathless when she spoke. “I love you.” It felt so good to finally say those words. “I’ve always loved you.”

      His smile lit his eyes and his whole face. “I have waited so fucking long to hear that, Sunshine.”

      “And?” she demanded.

      He laughed and swung her up into his arms. She squeaked and grabbed onto his neck, while he strode toward his bedroom. Not much had changed in the years she’d been gone. It still had glass doors with views of the ocean, the ocean that she went to bed every night looking at.

      He stood her on her feet and kissed her softly. “I love you too, Sunshine.”

      The words sung through her. “Again,” she said.

      “I love you.” And then he kissed her. This was no gentle, seductive kiss. This was a fiery windstorm of heat and lust and longing. She couldn’t see, couldn’t smell, couldn’t feel anything but Ryan and what he was doing to her. He dominated her mouth, his hands in her hair, holding her head and she loved it. Her tongue sought out his, even as she leaned her body against him, seeking his touch.

      Her hands pulled his shirt out of his jeans and slid underneath and up the wide expanse of his sculpted chest. Ryan’s hands roamed over the bare skin of her back under her shirt, leaving trails of tingling heat. She wanted more. She wanted skin to skin and pulled his shirt off his shoulders, barely breaking the kiss she willingly drowned in.

      Somehow her shirt disappeared as well and with expert fingers, Ryan flicked open her bra. Once it was gone, she moaned almost as loud as he did when her nipples contacted his bare skin and contracted into tight buds. She swayed against him, the sensation overwhelming, and her head dropped back while she gasped in air.

      Ryan took advantage and kissed his way down her neck. “Jesus, you are so fucking beautiful.” He palmed her breasts and rubbed his thumbs over her nipples until she moaned again.

      He lowered his mouth to her breasts, nipping and licking before sucking first one and then the other nipple into his mouth. She grabbed onto his shoulders for support, loving the inherent strength in them. Loving him.

      She loved him so much. And that’s why no man had ever been able to compare to him.

      He undid her jeans and pulled them off with a single-minded focus that sent heat rippling through her. He picked her up again as though she weighed nothing. The pure power of him made her want him even more. This man who valued honor, integrity, and courage was hers. And it made her want to shout with joy.

      She laughed when he tossed her on the bed. The strength in him shocked and thrilled her.

      “Don’t move,” he growled.

      Her smile stopped when he stripped off the rest of his clothes. It had been so long since she’d been with a man and forever since she’d been with Ryan. Her thoughts stuttered for a second and she swallowed as he revealed himself. Magnificent. He was a freaking work of art, especially at the age where most men tended to soften. Ryan looked anything but soft.

      Unlike her. She’d tried to keep her muscles toned and her body lean but she was over forty and there wasn’t much she could do about the bits of softness that had crept in over the years. Again, the need to cover herself must have showed in her face.

      He glared at her. “You are fucking gorgeous. Never doubt that.”

      “So says the male model.”

      He grinned lazily and came closer. “Maybe that should be my next career.” The cockiness in his gaze made her laugh.

      “I think you should stick with saving damsels in distress.”

      His gaze turned dark and the predator was back. “Is that what you are?” He knelt on the bed, coming closer to her.

      Her breathing quickened again and her heart pounded, but she didn’t cover herself or back away. Instead, she leaned back on her elbows and smiled her invitation. “I’ve never been a damsel in distress.”

      His gaze roamed over her and her skin heated. “It’s one of the things I love about you.” His voice was a rough, deep caress against her senses. “Even as it drives me crazy.” He pulled her black lace underwear off and looked his fill.

      Her face flushed.

      “Gorgeous.” He knelt between her legs. His breath against that sensitive spot sent ripples of need through her. He lowered his mouth and she cried out as he licked and suckled her. Pleasure tore at her while she panted and writhed beneath Ryan.

      “I can’t wait any longer,” he said, lifting from her. He crawled up and then lowered his delicious weight onto her and between her legs.

      She arched into him. “Please, Ryan.”

      She gripped his shoulders when he surged into her. And as he began to move, they both cried out from the pleasure. She liquified into pure heat, straining to reach that peak as Ryan thrust harder and faster and she met every stroke.

      Her muscles locked and she arched her neck. Ryan plunged deep and the world ripped away from her. She called his name as pure pleasure filled her from her core outward. Ryan gripped her tight and whispered love fragments while he pulsed inside her.

      Together, they drifted back to reality. She wrapped her arms around his back when he made to shift his weight off her. She liked feeling his weight. She loved it, actually.

      “I love you,” she said.

      He put his weight on his elbows and looked down on her, before kissing her gently. “I love you too.”

      Two weeks ago, she never would have believed she could be here and be this happy. It would have been crazier in her mind to believe that she could end up with Ryan than accused of being a traitor. She snorted.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “Life,” she said. “It has a way of showing you a great opportunity in the midst of kicking your ass.”

      He cocked an eyebrow. “I take it that I’m the great opportunity.”

      “The best I could hope for,” she said sincerely.

      Her stomach chose right then to growl and he laughed. “Come on, Sunshine. Let’s go make something to eat and watch the waves. You can tell me all about this new investigative firm you want to launch.” His gaze darkened and his voice lowered. “And I’ll think about all the consequences I might want to add to our new contract.”

      Heat curled inside her, even as happiness bloomed at the thought of their new life together. “I can’t wait to hire you again.”

      

      THE END
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      Available on all retailers.

      I think Dante might deserve a story if he’s nice, or even better…if he’s not.  ;)
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      Check out the first chapter in the next Silver SEAL novel by Caitlyn O’Leary!

      

      This Time, More Than Their Love Is On The Line

      

      Former Navy SEAL Commander, Liam McAllister, was neck deep in the Mexican jungle on a contract assignment for a highly classified sub-set of Department of Homeland Security. When Liam discovers a conspiracy that goes deep and spans decades it makes him sick. He asks his mentor at the DHS to provide him an intelligence liaison with Naval experience to help him ensure justice is served.

      

      Liam was stunned when Addison Sanders walks through the door. She is a blast from the past and a punch to the gut, a woman he’d loved and lost. But this buttoned up Addison is a shadow of her former self. He hardly recognizes her but nothing could disguise her intelligence and heart, and Liam quickly finds old flames reignited. 

      

      With her help, Liam and his team start to close in on the dirty forces who are intent on covering up decades of crimes. They soon realize the corruption reaches farther than anyone could’ve imagined and it isn’t over. Now Addison is a target. When the clock starts ticking, Liam risks everything to make sure that Addison is protected. Will they finally have a chance on the future they lost out on before? 
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      Fuck. Something stinks!

      Liam McAllister had gotten used to the myriad smells of the jungle.  Hell, he’d even tramped under a community of spider monkeys and gotten pelted by shit, so to say that it smelled putrid in this cabin was really saying something.

      “My God, what is that stench?” Laird Campbell whispered almost soundlessly as they quietly pulled another board from the base of the shack.  Liam glowered at his old friend who rolled his eyes, but nodded at the admonishment.  Liam and his three comrades had crept up to the two cabins, and even though they were both padlocked from the outside, they weren’t taking any chances.  They were entering, in stealth mode.

      The wood was soft and rotten where it met the jungle floor, so it almost disintegrated in their hands as they removed it from the base of the back wall.  Hell, they didn’t even need to use their knives.  Both men kept at it—they just needed a big enough hole for them to crawl through with their weapons at the ready.  Hopefully in one of these two cabins they would find the missing girl—a cache of guns would be nice too—but rescuing Heather Reading was most important.

      Two weeks ago Liam had been approached by the Department of Homeland Security to put together a team to track down a notorious arms dealer.  He’d said no.  It didn’t matter how hard Silas Branson had twisted his arm, Liam had put in his time working for Uncle Sam, and he was through.  But then everything had changed.

      Three days ago, one of Liam’s oldest friends approached him.  He was desperate.  Laird needed help finding a young girl who had just been abducted from a resort in Cancun.  Her mother and Laird had grown up together, and he had promised to find her.  When the big Scotsman had come to Liam with information that Eduardo Riaz was trafficking in young women, and likely behind the abduction, Liam was all-in.  The fact that this was the same man who was suspected of running guns was just a happy accident.  Heather Reading was the fourth college girl to have been abducted in two years and none of the others had ever been found.

      Liam called Silas Branson and told him that he’d help put a stop to Riaz’s operation with a couple of conditions.  Si gladly capitulated.  He gave him all the  information and support he could.  Two days later, Liam and four others were dropped in twenty miles from Eduardo’s hacienda.  They’d infiltrated the big house two hours ago, just before dawn.  Caught off-guard, it wasn’t much of a fight—still, some of Riaz’s men lost their lives.  They’d finally found Eduardo passed out drunk and useless in the wine cellar as they searched the big house for Heather.  They came up empty.  They left Brannon Dodge to watch Riaz and the one guard who was still alive and went searching for Heather.

      It was Hudson who found two barely-there tracks that led to these two shacks.

      The two cabins were within spitting distance of one another. Hudson Wells and Cooper Laughlin were entering the second one.

      “Report,” Liam ordered as he spoke into his headset.

      “We’re prying the planks off.  This cabin is solid.” Cooper said.

      Interesting.

      Liam wondered why the difference.  But then his focus shifted as the hole in the wall became big enough to get through.  The smell blasted him and he reared back.  Ah God, it was the smell of a decaying corpse.  He’d only smelled it once before, but it was burned into his memory.

      “Jesus,” Laird breathed.  He shoved Liam out of the way and crawled forward.

      “Goddammit, be smart,” Liam whispered harshly into his mic.  Laird didn’t bother to answer.

      Liam hoped the smell didn’t belong to Heather. She had only been missing for four days, but still, the jungle could be pretty harsh to a dead body.

      Laird stilled in front of Liam.  Good, it meant he was surveilling the cabin before just charging in.  He heard his muffled gag.  Liam was close to throwing up, too.  He started breathing through his mouth.

      It took a moment for his eyes to adjust. There might not have been any windows, but the shack wasn’t well-built so there were feeble glimmers of light coming through the ceiling.  That’s when Liam saw them.  Two bodies, dangling from meat hooks in different stages of decomposition.

      He’d seen a lot of things in his life.  He really thought he was immune.

      He wasn’t.

      This got him.

      Women.

      Fierce rage.

      Gut-wrenching sorrow.

      When they’d scanned the room, it looked empty of any human life.

      “Liam, Heather has to be here.  She has to be,” Laird’s voice was hoarse with pain, the smell forgotten.

      Laird’s flashlight scanned every nook and cranny of the shack, but nothing moved.  There was actually a corduroy recliner.

      A fucking puke green recliner!

      Then there was a stained mattress and two folding chairs, one upright and one overturned, a tarp in the corner, a dresser, a cooler, and pile of beer cans.

      Laird leaped across the room to the tarp.  He flung it aside.  There was nothing underneath.  Liam went to the dresser.  One of the drawers was on the floor.  Empty. The two others hung open.  In the middle one he found the remnants of white powder.  He didn’t need to do a taste test to know it was either cocaine or heroin.

      “Heather!” Laird’s despairing whisper carried throughout the hovel.  Liam knew why he wasn’t bellowing because they didn’t know who might be outside or what Coop and Hudson were going to find in the next cabin over.

      “She might be in the other cabin,” Liam tried to reassure his friend.  “Hell, it’d be better if she was.”

      Laird gave him an anguished glance, then looked up at the ceiling.  “We have to help these two girls.”

      “That has to wait.”

      “No!” Laird’s voice was harsh.  “We have to take them down.  Now!”  The big Scotsman was shaking out the tarp and gently wrapping it around one of the women as he lifted her bound hands off the hook.  Slowly he rested her body onto the dirt floor.  Not once did he flinch at the level of decay, but treated her with the utmost tenderness.  This was the reason Laird was one of Liam’s best friends.

      “Let me take care of the next woman,” Liam said as he moved toward Laird.  It was then that the hair on the back of his neck stood up.  They’d searched the room, but something wasn’t right.  Liam felt a presence.  He swung his head around.  All he saw was the cooler and the dresser.  The cooler had nothing but a nasty slime in it, and the dresser he’d searched.

      Liam took three long steps over to the dilapidated piece of furniture and yanked it away from the wall, his gun drawn.  Brown eyes stared up at him.

      “Heather!”

      Laird hip-checked Liam out of the way as he skidded to his knees in front of the frightened girl.  She was wearing a piece of cloth around her head that covered her nose and mouth, obviously to block out the noxious smell.

      “Lamb, are you all right?”  Laird’s hand cupped the back of her head.  “Your mum sent me.”

      The girl stared at him with no reaction, her eyes were wide and glassy.

      “Heather, your mom is Clarissa and your dad is Tom.  They’re worried sick about you.  I’m getting you out of here and taking you home.  Do you understand me?”

      Nothing.

      Laird pulled her into his chest and rocked her close.  He looked over his head at Liam.  “Get down the other lass and cover them both up.”

      Liam turned away, knowing Heather was where she needed to be at the moment.  As he carefully took down the next body and laid her beside the other one, he whispered into his mic.

      “Did you hear all of that?”

      “Yes,” Hudson responded.  “That’s good news.  We’re in.  No bad guys.  No bodies.  But we have a situation.”

      “What?” Liam demanded.  He didn’t have time for Hudson to be coy.

      “We’ve got guns and drugs.  Millions of dollars’ worth of guns and drugs.”

      “They’re American-made, right?”

      “The weapons, yeah.”

      “Okay, it’s what we thought, so what the fuck is your problem?  So we’re done.  Laird delivers Heather to her mother.  We go back to the Hacienda where Brannon’s watching Riaz.  Get the information we need from that piece-of-shit about who in America is delivering the weapons, we have the federales handle the drugs, and I tell Silas who the bad guys are in the States and I’m done contracting with him.  Game over.”

      “We’re not telling the federales shit, and the game’s just beginning,” Hudson said.

      “What do you mean?  Why aren’t we done?” Liam demanded.

      “Because locked up in the desk is a tin box filled with trinkets,” Cooper responded.  “The necklaces, rings, rosaries and shit weren’t a problem for me.  The pinkie finger was a little fucked up, but the real problem are the dog tags.”

      Liam went cold.  “Repeat that.”

      “Dog tags.  There are eighteen.  Looking at the chains, I’d say some of these are pretty damned old.  Most are Navy.  All are women.”

      Fuck.  The stench just got worse.
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      “Who were you with in the jungle?” Silas Branson demanded.

      “My men,” Liam answered.

      “I want names.”  Silas wasn’t known for being patient, especially when he was pissed-off.  Liam really didn’t care if Silas was mad, this was part of the deal.  Liam was tasked to get things done, and to do it off the books.  He did.  End of story.

      “Do  you want me to pay these men of yours or not?” Silas growled.

      “It’d be nice,” Liam said.  “But on this mission they’ve volunteered.”

      “Dammit!  I don’t want a bunch of people I don’t know running around on one of my ops.”

      Liam sat back in his chair and fought back a grin, the Assistant Director of Homeland Security  saw it and scowled.  “McAllister, I’ll pull you off this mission, don’t think I won’t.  I’ve got about eleven other men I could hand it to.”

      “I suppose you could, but none of those men have the dog tags, now do they?”

      He could practically see the steam coming from Silas’s ears.  “This isn’t a game,” he growled.

      Liam sat up and set his coffee on his temporary boss’s desk.  “I didn’t think it was.  You’re the one who shanghaied me to begin with on that little adventure down to Mexico.  I flat-out told you I didn’t want to have anything to do with DHS, but you sic’d Josiah on me.  So I did that job for a friend.”

      “Don’t bullshit a bullshitter,” Silas leaned back in his chair.  “You turned that whole mission into a rescue for Heather Reading.  This wasn’t about Josiah Hale, this suited your purposes to help Laird Campbell.  So I know one of the men you were down there with.”

      “But that’s the only one you know of.  You don’t know the rest of the team, they’re shadows.”

      “I can’t prove it, but I would say that your nephew is involved since he and Laird have a history,” Silas said as he picked up a pen and twirled it between his fingers.

      “Prove it.”

      “You know damn well I can’t.  Unfortunately, the one person who might have helped to identify any of you met with an unfortunate shaving accident and died.”

      “I keep telling you, he didn’t die from the knife wounds,” Liam said thinking about Eduardo Riaz’s whimpers.  “If it hadn’t been for his heart giving out, we would have found out more than just his weapons supplier, we would have found out about the dog tags.”  Liam was still pissed about the asshole dying on him.

      Silas sighed.  “I know, I know.  At least we’ve put a stop to that.”  He looked Liam dead in the eye.  “So you’re telling me I won’t have to pay for anybody except you?”

      “I’m going to be expensive.  What’s more, I’m going to need a someone in intelligence who knows their way around the Navy.”

      “You’re saying you don’t want someone currently in the Navy?”

      “I don’t.  My gut’s telling me that if I have somebody who has to report up through the ranks they’ll be compromised.”

      “Ah shit,” Silas threw his pen down on his desk.  “You think we have a killer in the Navy?”

      “Si, is the murderer currently serving?  I sure as hell hope not.  But do I think they have a background in the Navy?  You can take that to the bank.”

      “Fuck.  Fuck.  Fuck.  I’ll get you what you need ASAP.  Now spill it.  Is Declan working with you?”

      “Yeah.  He and some of his men are going to be on my team.”

      “They’re wildcards, Liam.”

      “Hell Si, I thought I was a wildcard.”

      “Hell no.  I agreed with every damn thing you did in Oman.  You saved your men’s asses.  Those assholes in command had no right to ask you to turn your back on them.  I was damned impressed by what your captain told me.  You got a raw deal and I would have retired, too.”

      “Even though I left under a cloud?” Liam asked.  In his gut he knew that he’d done the right thing, but it still struck a nerve that after twenty-eight years of service he’d left under less than exemplary circumstances.  Not that he wouldn’t do the same thing over again.  Fuck yeah he would.

      “It’s an honor to have you working for Bone Frog Command, Liam.”  Silas got up and shook Liam’s hand.
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      To read more of SEAL at Sunrise click the link! SEAL at Sunrise
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