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CAST OF CHARACTERS


Cash Owens- Owner of Owens Protective Services, sniper, and overall badass.

Eva James- deadly mistress of throwing knives and Cash’s…person

Team 1:

Jerrod Lockhart- Complete hardass, rule follower, and generally the guy considered to always have a stick up his ass.

Juliette Cassinelli- Junk food addict, avid runner, tiny human that can’t reach the top shelf. Oh, also a fabulous model who has stolen the heart of the unmovable Jerrod Lockhart.

Edward “Edu” Markinson- Hater of hospitals, slow drivers, and references to anything in the ’80s.

Brock “Rock” Patton- Wannabe model, obsessed with his looks and constantly combing his hair…A ferocious fighter for a man so obsessed with his looks. Also, as a side note—he can’t act for shit and hates the word ‘loins’.

Scottie Dog Thacker- Tactical vomit expert, hater of flying planes, and always up for a good time. If you’re with him, have a barf bag in hand. Has never had even a sip of alcohol in his life.

Quinn Lake- Awesome geologist who is terrible at telling people no. She’s a runner—running from situations so she doesn’t have to grow a spine and deal with confrontation. Awesome at Battleship and Twister.

Team 2:

Marcus “IRIS” Slater- His name stands for I Require Intense Supervision. EOD expert that has taken up a new love…blowing up shit.

Jane Layne- IRIS’s sidekick in real life and in her mystery novels. Also known as Shayla Jacque. Absolutely despises technology, and goes so far as to use a typewriter to avoid it.

Mick “Slider” Jeffries- Not Slider from Top Gun. Sorry, ladies, I know he was gorgeous, but it’s not the same hottie.

Tate “Thumper” Parsons- No, not named for the adorable furry rabbit. Thumper got his nickname after losing a foot to an IED. Now using a robotic foot, he is probably the fastest person on the team.

Bree Wilton- Financial guru, killer of the boardroom, and newly appointed partner in her firm. Wilts under the sun. Hates hiking, dirt, bunnies, and generally all things that don’t come with a luxury sticker.

Team 3: Now known as The Ditty Boppers

Eli Brant- Fierce team leader, but will put you in your place with a good practical joke when necessary.

Sarah Williams- Pickpocket, crazy lady that reacts inappropriately in tense situations.

Red Warren- Funny, meat-eating, California-hating, rifle owner. Proud to take out the bad guys in any way possible.

Zoe Thacker- Screenwriting badass that hates guns, refuses to eat meat, but loves a good gunfight.

Bradford Kavanaugh- Son of a senator, terrified of mummies, scarabs, and basically anything from ancient Egypt. Loves practical jokes, except when they’re about him.

IT Department:

Rae Dennon- Sarcastic, witty, badass woman. Terrified of nothing, will take down any man with little effort, and has an intense feud with Dash.

Duke Mason- The mechanic. Sexy, dirty, and the man every woman wants. His hands alone could have a story written about them and all the things they can do. Not afraid to have his ass kicked by Rae.

Dash- Awesome with computers and a skilled fighter. Constantly being compared to Rae, the sexier version of him. Still trying to convince Fox he’s just as awesome.

Laura Woods- Hot teacher with a thing for Dash. But waiting in the wings is the sexy roughneck Andrew. He’s just as lethal as a mechanic. But who will she choose?

Black Ops Team: Also known as The Three Js

Jack Cox- Team leader who loves aviator sunglasses as much as a good gun fight. Willing to take one for the team as long as the mission is long and hard…just like his johnson.

Skylar West: Neighbor to the grouchy Jack McClain. Mother to Parker, the son of notorious arms dealer...the son of a notorious arms dealer: Rico Gelbero. Desperate to break free from the confines of her little house, she’s willing to do anything to leave Texas in the dust.

Johnny Wood- Dangerous cowboy, loyal to Rafe—a man that would kill his own mother if it finished the job. Respects a man willing to get the job done.

Tahlia James- Mad scientist…well, coroner. Desperate for the truth and willing to do anything to get those answers, as long as it doesn’t include enclosed spaces. Not afraid of Johnny and his sexy body.

Jason Long- Number 3 of the baddies. Dangerous and dark, always full of threatening wisdom. Stay out of his way.

The Other Guys:

New Guy- Also known as FNG- Doesn’t have a death wish, but firmly believes he can never be killed. Willing to take horrible risks to prove he’s unstoppable. Medic and smart as a whip, but also one of the most ridiculous men you’ve ever met.

Honey- Wife of FNG. Named for her honey scent and the way she sticks with FNG. Oh, also the daughter of a dangerous cartel leader.

Jones- Spotter for Cash during their military days, with a bad attitude since losing the use of his leg. Like you really need one of those.

Rafe- Evildoer posing as the good guy. Or is it the other way around? Dangerous antihero with not a single redeeming quality who stays hidden in the shadows. Unknown relationship to Cash.

Liberty- Pretty ballerina with hidden talents. Obsessed with Rafe and willing to sacrifice anything to be with him. Or is she???

Fox- Works in training, has an undeniable fascination with throwing knives, and loves singing show tunes…sometimes a little too much!

Anna- Gorgeous Hollywood star who has captured Fox’s twisted heart. Her looks aren’t nearly as deadly as her right hook.

Nicholas Tate: Former SEAL who worked with Fox. Still a mystery, but currently works at OPS, though he can’t seem to find his place. Must be crazy to be friends with Fox.

IKE- Roguishly handsome with a penchant for cigarettes, action, and a writer lady named Jane. He moves in the shadows, taking only the dangerous jobs. He’s the man nobody wants to be compared to. Well, him and a mechanic.

Max Huxley: Former military. Licensed pilot. Rivals Scottie Dog’s amazing flight skills. Has a bit of a drinking problem and loves his pink Hawaiian shirts and straw hat. Don’t even think of taking his cigar from him.

The Young Squad:

Asher White: This suit-wearing enigma has a thing for dangerous jobs, fast women, and…trains. Yes, you heard that right! Don’t come between a man and his love of locomotives.

Jade Buchanan- The wife of the elusive Asher. Forced into an arranged marriage by her power-hungry father, she suffers from terrible nightmares, longing to leave this horrible life behind. Died when she crashed a minivan into a tree.

Chase Carter: Tattooed badass with a bullring in his nose. His wacky personality is nearly as irritating as his love of playing Monopoly.

Mercy Monroe- Awesome doctor with a sarcastic sense of humor and fierce will to live life to the fullest. As with the other women of OPS, nothing can keep her down.

Patrick Cook: This is no ordinary gigolo. Hang onto your hats ladies! You’re not just getting a striptease with this stud!


LEFT-HANDED MONKEY WRENCH


Military Meaning

A nonexistent tool. Often the object of fruitless searches undertaken by recruits at the behest of more experienced service members.

OPS Meaning

A search for something that never existed.
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MERCY


“Mercy!”

Elijah’s voice whispered across my skin, clinging to me like the sweat currently slicking down my neck. I jerked upright, tugging at the bindings around my wrists. I couldn’t feel my hands anymore as the blood drained down from where they were secured over my head. It had been hours since they’d last given us water, and with the oppressive heat swelling around us, I was growing delusional.

That’s what I told myself as I started to envision Dwayne Johnson storming through the straw doors of the hut and rescuing me.

“Mercy! Wake up!”

“I’m awake,” I hissed at Elijah. Note to self: never sleep with a colleague. Particularly one that is sexy in a doctor sort of way, but has an effeminate air to him, making him the worst person ever to be taken hostage with.

“I think something’s happening,” he said urgently, his voice turning panicked.

I refrained from rolling my eyes. What was the point? He couldn’t see me in the dark anyway. “We were taken hostage. Of course something’s happening.”

“I’m scared!”

“Christ,” I muttered under my breath, then cursed myself for using the Lord’s name in vain. I wasn’t particularly religious, but now seemed like a bad time to test religion in any sort of way, especially when I was being held hostage by guerillas.

“Mercy, what if they kill us?”

“Then I guess I won’t have to hear you whine anymore,” I grumbled.

It wasn’t the most sympathetic response, but I was going on two weeks in this hut with Elijah, and most of it consisted of me comforting him. It was to the point that I wondered what had attracted me to him in the first place. Sure, he was sweet and caring, not to mention great in bed, but a girl needed a man’s man when in this type of situation. I didn’t want to have to be the stronger of the two of us.

My head jerked up at the commotion outside the hut. Elijah was right, something was going on. I jerked at the bindings around my wrists, even though I knew it was pointless. But I couldn’t sit back and allow myself to be killed without even attempting to escape. I tugged harder, sinking my teeth into my lower lip as the rope ate at my skin. Blood trickled down my arms with every second that passed. This was the perfect breeding environment for infection, which I knew all too well. But what good were my hands if I ended up missing my head in the end?

The sound of gunfire had me going still, my eyes locking on the doorway as my heart hammered out of control. I cataloged every feeling inside my body to calm my mind.

Heavy weight on my chest.

Tingling sensation in my upper extremities.

Dizzy and nauseous—probably from lack of food.

Butterflies erupting in my lower abdomen.

“You’re not having a heart attack,” I whispered to myself, closing my eyes tight. I could see my heart pounding in my chest and the muscles tightening with every breath I took. This was the bad part about being a doctor. I could visualize everything that was happening inside my body, making it impossible to escape my own thoughts for even a moment. It was made worse every time Elijah freaked out on me.

It was bad enough that I had to be strong for him, but I had my own shit to worry about. Like the fact that if I got an infection—which I was pretty sure I had already contracted—it was likely my body would start to reject my heart. That tended to happen when immunosuppressant drugs were no longer used, even years after a heart transplant. I was a kid when I had the transplant, but even though I’d been healthy for years, I still had protocols to adhere to. Maybe it hadn’t been the smartest idea to join Doctors Without Borders, but I refused to let anything rule my life.

It didn’t seem like a wise decision right now.

“Mercy, are you okay?”

I wasn’t, but I couldn’t tell Elijah that. “I’m fine.”

“You don’t sound fine. Your speech is slurring.”

“That tends to happen…when you don’t get a lot of water,” I said, hoping I sounded normal. I shook my head, forcing myself to stay strong.

“You haven’t had your meds in two weeks. That’s not good.”

“Thank you for pointing that out,” I snapped. I knew it was bad. And I knew that once my body started to reject the heart, it was all downhill from there. It could be treated and there was a very good possibility my heart could be saved, but we were in the jungle—not the ideal location to stay healthy. I didn’t even have a clean water source.

“I’m gonna get you out of here,” he said, trying to boost my confidence.

It was unnecessary. If anyone was going to get us out of here, it was going to be me. But I didn’t have the chance to say that because the straw door to the hut burst open and light poured inside, making me flinch from the sudden light.

Squinting through tired eyes, I could barely make out a tall figure approaching. I gasped, holding my breath as the mountain of a man knelt down in front of me. I wasn’t scared. Just the opposite, in fact. Through my blurry vision, I could see the outline of his muscular figure, the way his muscles strained under his shirt. I licked my lips unintentionally, wondering how it would feel to be under his thick frame.

My heart must really be giving out because at a time when I should be terrified—worried for my life—all I could think about was how my body was reacting to this man. I hadn’t even seen his face yet. What if he was like the elephant man? Somehow, my body didn’t seem to think that was an issue. Could attraction be a symptom of heart rejection?

“Are you Mercy Monroe?”

His voice was deep and gravelly, sending tingles down my spine. My body shivered uncontrollably in the heat, and as much as I wanted to attribute it to the fever I knew was creeping up on me, it was most definitely because of this man. I was so screwed.

“Ma’am?”

The word made my nose crinkle in disgust. “Don’t call me ma’am. I’m only thirty.”

My vision cleared enough to finally see his face, and man was he handsome. A sexy grin spread across his lips, making me blush. Thankfully, it was probably a tad too dark in here for him to see. That and I was way too dirty to actually see the red tint to my skin.

“I’ll keep that in mind. Are you Mercy?”

“Yes,” I managed to say without embarrassing myself further.

“I’m Chase. What do you say we get out of here?”

“Sounds good,” I answered, my voice coming out breathlessly.

He stretched his arms over my head and fiddled with the bindings. It was at that moment that I noticed a second man in the hut working on Elijah’s bindings.

“We need to go!” a voice shouted from the doorway.

My hands came free and Chase grabbed me by the hand, hauling me to my feet. For just a moment, dizziness crashed over me, but I gritted my teeth and pushed it away. I was so close to freedom. Now was not the time to allow petty health issues to get in the way.

“You good?”

I gave him a tight nod, refusing to allow my deteriorating heart to win. “Let’s do this.”

At the same time, I heard Elijah going on and on about how grateful he was that someone came for us. His voice was high-pitched, making me wonder how I ever slept with him, let alone thought it was a good idea to come with him to a foreign country.

Before I could really think about it, Chase pulled me out of the hut and started dragging me through mud to the cover of trees. The thick vines that swung from the trees reminded me of running with Elijah when we were first attacked. But unlike Elijah, this man effortlessly guided me away from the hut and danger.

I barely had time to think, let alone try and figure out where we were going. I focused solely on following Chase’s footsteps and putting one foot in front of the other.

“Where are you?”

“What?” I asked Chase, confused by what he was asking.

Then I saw him press his finger to his ear and his head snapped in the opposite direction. He tugged me to the ground, keeping a firm hand on my shoulder. For the first time in minutes, I looked around me, and I didn’t like what I saw.

A group of guerrillas were approaching, and the leader was the very man who had captured me last time. I could still smell the stench pouring off his body and see his yellowing teeth. Bile churned in my stomach at the thought of being captured again. I was strong, but knowing that I might end up in his clutches again was more than I could stomach.

“Stay here,” Chase whispered.

I gripped his hand, not wanting to be that girl—the one who panicked in a scary situation—but I was. “There are too many of them.”

Again, that sexy grin came out to play. “Don’t worry, sweetheart. I’ve got this.”

Then he was gone, moving through the trees so quietly that I couldn’t hear a thing other than the pounding of my heart. I huddled back against a tree, knowing it wasn’t nearly big enough to cover my frame. I didn’t dare close my eyes, making sure to keep an eye on my surroundings.

I expected to hear a pained cry at any moment, to see blood spurt out of Chase’s neck or some other body part as he was flung in front of me as a warning of what would happen if I ran again. Instead, all I heard were the sounds of the jungle, the hissing of insects and the distant sound of water.

My heart thumped erratically in my chest, but it had nothing to do with my heart condition. I was panicking, giving in to the fear of what would happen if Chase didn’t come back for me. At least with Elijah I wasn’t alone, though I wasn’t sure that made me safer.

The sudden rustle of leaves was the only warning I had before I was yanked upright and an arm was pressed against my throat. The smell was overwhelming, reminding me of when I was first taken. But I didn’t panic. They wanted me alive, that much I knew. His filthy words bounced off me, not even penetrating my mind. And that’s when I saw him. It was just for a moment, a brief flash of something dark moving through the trees. I even wondered if he was only a figment of my imagination.

I was jerked back harder against the paunchy belly protruding into my back. His sweat soaked through my shirt, and if it wasn’t for the fact that I was already disgusting, I might have been grossed out.

“You’re coming back with me.”

My eyes locked on the spot where I saw Chase moments ago. I knew he was there, waiting for his moment. I just had to give him the opportunity to take this man out.

“I don’t think so,” I muttered, slamming my elbow back into the man’s stomach. I barely made a dent. He didn’t even grunt. So, I stomped my foot down as hard as possible on his foot, surprised when he suddenly released me and fell to the ground. I spun around, shocked that it had worked, only to find blood oozing from his head as his eyes stared sightlessly up at the sky.

Okay, I knew I hadn’t done that.

Chase stood just feet from me, shoving a knife back into a sheath at his waist. Here in the sunlight, I got a better look at him. He donned a scruffy black beard that thoroughly covered his strong jaw. Piercing blue eyes met mine, instantly sending shocks down my spine. Holy crap, he was devastatingly gorgeous. I instantly remembered the first thing I noticed about him—his muscular frame—and now that I could see all of him, all I could think was…Holy shit. I stood there wondering how his shirt wasn’t torn to shreds by the sheer mass of his body. Each muscle more defined than the last peeked out from under his black shirt. His arms were covered in tattoos that I could never think of getting. They lent an air of danger to him, reminding me that I had wished I would be rescued by Dwayne Johnson.

Okay, this guy had hair, but he was just as large, and even more beautiful, if that was even possible.

“We need to leave.”

My mouth gaped at his sexy voice. Words would be good right about now, but once again, my hormones took the front seat, and sanity sat firmly in the back, refusing to be a backseat driver.

His large hand engulfed mine, tugging me through the trees and expertly navigating the rough terrain. I had to get my brain back online before I became one of those useless women who relied on a man for everything. I had never in all my life relied on others—except for when I was ten and had to because my body was too weak to take care of itself. But that was then and this was now.

I finally stopped staring at his muscular ass long enough to realize we were in a life and death situation. Elijah was nowhere around, nor was the man who showed up with Chase. We were on our own.

“Where are we going?”

“We have to get to the extraction point,” he answered without turning around.

“Which is where?”

“Not sure at this point. We got separated from everyone else. Once we’re clear, I’ll figure that out.”

My feet ate up the ground behind him. I refused to be a liability when he was trying to keep me safe. I should probably be a little more scared right now, but having been through life or death situations at such a young age had steeled me against impending doom. I knew I could handle it if I could just stop staring long enough at the sexy man in front of me to put on my thinking cap and take in the reality of the situation. That was how I dealt with things. Panicking and worrying about what could happen would never help anyone. Rational thought was the only way forward.

But the longer we ran through the jungle, the more one thing became increasingly clear. Fear would not stop me, but my failing heart just might do me in.
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CHASE


My focus had to be getting us out of the current goat-fucked situation we were in. Getting separated from my team normally wasn’t the worst thing in the world. I could manage anything whether we were in the middle of a city or in the mountains. But we weren’t in the United States. We were in the jungle at the ass end of nowhere, and there wasn’t a street or so much as a boulder to signify where we were. Not to mention that the interference from the trees was wreaking havoc on comms. If I had to guide us out of here by the trees, we’d be here for a while.

I stopped by the river, peering across to the other shore. While I didn’t know exactly where we were, I knew we had to cross the river to get to the extraction point. With any luck, Nick—the newest member of our team— and Patrick would be waiting there for me.

The sound of a gasping breath broke my focus. I turned to the woman crouched beside me and tried my best not to ogle her. “Are you okay?”

She nodded, but the sweat pouring from her face said something entirely different. I grabbed her hand and pressed my fingers to her wrist, checking her heart rate. It was erratic at best.

She jerked her hand away, shooting me an irritated look. “I’m fine.”

“You don’t look fine.”

“I appreciate that,” she grinned, “but I’m dehydrated and running through a jungle. What did you think I would look like?”

“True. And you are the doctor.”

“Precisely.”

I watched her a moment longer, telling myself it was to make sure she was okay. In reality, I was taking in every ounce of breathtaking beauty in front of me. Long dark hair pulled up high in a ponytail only accentuated her high cheekbones and big brown eyes. Even with smudges of dirt on her face and that sunken skin around her eyes, she was still fiercely gorgeous. There was no vulnerability there like I’d expected. Instead, this woman held herself high and refused to back down.

But there was something off.

Maybe she really was just dehydrated and suffering from captivity. Hell, she was the doctor. She would know better than me. I shook my head and focused back on the task at hand, trying not to let my dick do too much of the thinking.

“So, what’s the plan?” she asked.

“We need to make it across the river and put as much distance between us and this camp as possible.”

“We didn’t lose them?”

I shook my head slightly. “Not yet. They’re still on our trail.”

“How can you tell?”

I pointed up, then strained to hear. The sound of voices was faint, so much so that I could almost imagine it was in my head, but I knew better. I watched her carefully as she pursed her lips, listening intently.

“I don’t hear anything.”

“They’re out there. Probably a mile back. It’s hard to say for certain because of the trees.”

“Do we have to go across the river?”

There was an element of fear in her voice that hadn’t been there before. “Don’t worry. The river isn’t deep here. At least, it shouldn’t be.”

She took a steadying breath, then nodded. I liked the determination in her eyes, the way she faced each challenge with strength instead of curling up in a ball and crying. I couldn’t say the same for the man we found her with. I’d seen the way he panicked with Patrick.

If it weren’t for the fact that I was running through the jungle, separated from my team, I would be laughing my ass off that Patrick insisted I take the woman. He assumed the man would be easier to deal with. I had no problem with it either way, but it was fucking hilarious that I ended up with the calmer of the two.

“You ready to go?”

“Let’s do this.”

Keeping an eye on our surroundings, I stepped down into the river, sinking to my knee. The water moved steadily around me, but was faster in the center of the river. It would be more difficult to cross, but we didn’t have an option. There weren’t a lot of great places to cross. I started across the river, probing the riverbed with my foot. It was rocky and slimy as hell, but this was the best chance we had.

“Alright, take my hand,” I said, holding mine out to her.

She stepped into the water, carefully making her way closer to me. The moment she clasped my hand, something settled inside me. It had to be because we were in the jungle and the unknown was a nasty bitch. After we lost Jade, I swore I would never lose another person on my watch, but being in the jungle made that a harder promise to keep.

The water raced around us the deeper into the river we moved. Her fingers clasped mine harder as she nearly slipped on the algae built up on the rocks under our feet.

“Almost halfway,” I said, hoping to keep her calm.

We were up to our waists in river water, but she didn’t seem scared, just determined to make it across. And we might have made it if a shot hadn’t rung out just as she slipped for the second time. She screamed as she fell into the water. I tried to grip her hand tighter, but the current took her downstream, pulling her away from me.

“Mercy!” I shouted, diving into the water after her. I saw her underwater, fighting to reach the surface. It wasn’t deep, but the current wasn’t allowing her to reach for the surface as it tossed her around.

I allowed the current to carry me, grasping out for her hand as she got caught against a boulder. I barely caught the edge of the boulder and a handful of her shirt. “Are you okay?”

She gasped for air, nodding quickly.

I didn’t wait for further confirmation. I planted my foot on the riverbed and pulled her one step at a time through the current. But at the back of my mind, I knew there was still someone out there hunting us, just waiting for us to reach the shore. And the moment we did, it would be open season on us.

I got us to a shallow section of the river and pulled her close to me, staying low in the water. She was breathing heavily but otherwise looked fine. I took a quick moment to look around. From my vantage point, I couldn’t see anyone waiting on us, but the prickling at the back of my neck said we were still being hunted.

The river was surrounded heavily by trees, but getting out of the river and under cover would be the hard part. “Mercy, I’m going to help you out of the river and then I want you to run⁠—”

“Why?”

“Because someone is still out there. When you get out, you’ll have only a few seconds. You run and don’t look back. I’ll catch up.”

Her eyes widened as she realized what was happening. “But if⁠—”

“Don’t worry about me.”

But she didn’t listen. “If I get out, it’ll give away our position. We should get out together.”

“It’ll be faster if I help you out first.” There was no point in denying what she already knew. “The moment one of us moves, he’ll reposition and start firing again. Our chances are better if only one of us gets out. And that would be you.”

“And who’s going to get me out if you get shot? I don’t know where I am,” she argued.

“When you get out, you run like hell.” I pulled out my comm system and handed it over. When you get to a clearing, contact my team. They’ll get you out.”

“No,” she said, not even hesitating. “You have to be fucking crazy. You’re not sacrificing your life to save mine.”

“It’s my job,” I argued.

Her eyes turned to steel in front of me. “I don’t give a shit if it’s your job or not. No one is dying for me. Not ever again.”

There was so much to unpack in that last statement, but now wasn’t the time for it. We were running out of luck fast, and if we kept bickering about it, we’d both end up dead.

I shoved the comms in her hand. “Fine, we move together, but if anything happens, you run like hell. Do you understand me?”

She gave a stiff nod. “Alright. But no protecting me. I don’t care if it is your job.”

Maybe Patrick was the lucky one. At least the guy he was protecting probably didn’t argue with him when he was trying to save his life. “Sure, I won’t protect you.”

Like hell I wouldn’t do my job. I may have only known this woman for a few hours, but it didn’t matter. I never took a job if I wasn’t prepared to make the ultimate sacrifice. It wasn’t in my bones to take the coward’s way out. Then again, despite knowing the risks, I also knew I was smarter and could outmaneuver most of my opponents. It wasn’t arrogance. It was confidence in my abilities.

“Alright, we move on my signal.” I checked the shoreline one last time, then turned back to Mercy. “On three.”

“On three,” she said, preparing herself for moving.

I placed my hands on her hips, ready to toss her on the shore. “Three, two, one,” I said, hauling her out of the water and throwing her to the ground. I jumped out of the water after her, hauling her the rest of the way up as she scrambled to her feet. I grabbed her arm, jerking her in front of my body and shoving her forward.

She didn’t hesitate to run, breaking through the trees faster than I expected. I was right behind her when the shot rang out, piercing my leg just as we took cover. I ignored the stinging and kept running, pushing her to go faster. It was doubtful anyone would catch up with us now, but we couldn’t afford to take the risk that they would not only follow us across the river, but also catch up to us.

As we raced through the jungle, I checked my watch. Three hours to extraction.
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Mercy stumbled against a tree, bending over to catch her breath. I knew this was a tough pace, but we needed to get to that extraction point. Pulling my canteen out of my pack, I handed it over to her. She took it and greedily drank, but not all of it. She handed it back to me, still panting way harder than she should be.

“Are you sure you’re okay?”

She nodded, refusing to look at me. “It’s just been a while since I ran a marathon in the jungle while escaping a group of men that want to kill me.”

“It didn’t look like they intended to murder you.”

“No, just use us as some kind of political leverage.” She swiped the sweat from her forehead and leaned back against the tree. “I don’t suppose your comm system is working now?”

I pulled it out, having taken it from her after we were clear of the river. But when I checked in, there was still no signal. “Not yet.”

“Any idea where your team is?”

“They could be a mile from us or on the other side of the jungle,” I muttered, not wanting to admit that I was lost. We were still headed in the right direction, but were somehow nowhere close to where we needed to be. I checked my watch, noting we had just thirty minutes to get to the evac point.

“What happens if we’re not at the extraction point on time?”

“They’ll wait if they can. If not, they’ll send a team back in to look for us.”

“Right away?”

I shook my head. “They’ll have to regroup and locate my tracker.”

“You…you have a tracker?”

“In my arm,” I grinned. “You want one?”

She was momentarily amused by my jest, but then her eyes trailed down to my leg and I knew I was screwed.

Gasping, she knelt down in front of me, pulling the bloody fabric away from my leg. “You were shot!”

“Nah, that’s from a branch or something.”

She slowly raised her eyes, quirking her brow at me. “Do you think I’ve never seen a gunshot wound before?”

“I’m not qualified to say what you have or haven’t seen.”

She shook her head, examining the wound further. “We need to clean this up.”

“Actually, we need to get moving to the evac point.”

I tried to move, but she grasped my thighs and held me in place, careful not to touch the wound. “I’m serious. This is bleeding and the more you run, the more blood you pump out. You have to let me close this up.”

I nodded at her. “Okay. Where’s your med kit?”

“I don’t have one,” she answered, pursing her lips at me. “But that doesn’t mean I can’t help you.”

She stood to go in search of some jungle medicine, but I couldn’t let her do that. “Wait.” Sighing, I pulled the med kit out of my cargo pants. “Here.”

Her jaw dropped in disbelief. “You had a med kit and didn’t tell me?”

“Because we don’t have time to waste. But it would be even worse if you went traipsing through the jungle looking for snake venom or something to cure me.”

“I don’t know that there are any actual documented cases of snake venom healing a gunshot wound,” she said drolly, taking the kit from me. “Why would you do this anyway?”

“Do what?”

“Take a bullet for me. Are you insane?”

“Um…no. It’s part of the job.”

“It’s stupid.”

Wow, this woman was… “I think this might be the first time I’ve had a client complain about me saving their life.”

“I’m not complaining. I just don’t understand why you would come all the way out here when you know you could get shot. Drop your pants.”

“Excuse me?”

“Your pants. I need them off so I can clean this up.”

I laughed at that. “Yeah, not gonna happen.”

“And why not? I’m a doctor. This isn’t a big deal.”

“Maybe not to you. I’m a man and I’ve been running through the jungle. There’s such a thing as ball sweat, and I can guarantee I have plenty of it right now.”

“Yes, ball sweat is the worst thing I’ve ever seen. Why don’t I just put this kit away and hope you make it out of here without losing the use of your leg,” she said sarcastically.

“Sounds good. Now, let’s hit the road.”

Just as I reached for the kit, she yanked it away from me. “I’m serious. Drop your pants or I’m not going anywhere with you.”

“I could pick you up.”

“And I could scream,” she taunted.

“Ooh, yes, that would be bad for all the monkeys nearby.”

She shot me a mocking glare. “I was thinking more about the men who are hunting us.”

“Well, if you really want to be captured, I’m not sure there’s much I can do about that.”

“Is this some kind of macho thing?”

“No, this is some kind of sweat thing,” I reiterated. “I already explained.”

“So, if you came into the hospital with a gunshot wound, you would refuse treatment because of ball sweat?”

“No,” I said, drawing out the word, “but I might ask them to cut above the wound. You can’t really do that out here. I’d look like an idiot to all the other animals.”

“I’ll give you five hundred dollars.”

“I don’t need the money.”

“Then I’ll be quiet the rest of the hike.”

That made me chuckle. “You’ve stayed quiet the whole time. How is that a threat?”

I could see the wheels spinning in her head until she finally smirked. “I give a great blow job.”

As tempting as that was, there was the whole ball sweat issue. “Again, if I won’t take off my pants for you to sew me up, I’m pretty sure the blow job wouldn’t do it either, no matter how good it would be.”

“Ugh! You’re so frustrating!”

“I know. I tend to have this same effect on all women. It must be a personality issue.”

“It’s a pigheaded male issue,” she snapped, turning away from me.

For just a moment, her shoulders hunched over and she looked like she was wheezing or something. My teasing instantly ceased as I walked closer and pressed my hand to her shoulder. “Hey, are you okay?”

“I’m fine.” She spun around and glared at me. “Why do you keep asking me that?”

“Well, it’s sort of part of my job.”

“Your stupid job. Who takes a job that’s so dangerous?”

“Uh, I could say the same to you.”

“My job doesn’t involve getting shot at.”

Now that was funny. “You do remember where I rescued you from, right?”

“That was different. It wasn’t supposed to happen.”

“Neither was chlamydia, but I’m guessing people caught on that shit happens. Now, we can either sit here and argue some more or we can head to the extraction point. I promise, once we’re on that plane headed home, I’ll let you tear off my pants and stitch me up.”

“You’ll still be sweaty.”

“I have Dude Wipes on the plane.”

She stomped her foot in frustration. “This is ridiculous. I’m a doctor. I don’t care if you have sweaty balls!”

“My leg is fine.”

“Everybody says that and then they keel over.”

“Like you?” I shot back, hitting the intended target. I knew she was hiding something from me, and until she told me what was wrong, I couldn’t help her.

“There’s nothing wrong with me.”

“You keep having these…episodes. Something’s wrong and you’re not telling me what. I’m responsible for you. How the hell am I supposed to make sure I get you out of here alive if you’re lying to me?”

She stared intently at me before raising her chin. “Let me clean up your wound and I’ll answer your question.”

“You should answer my question no matter what.”

“And you should let me clean up your wound.”

Touché. I thought about it a moment, deciding that my sweaty balls could handle a woman being near them if it meant she finally told me what the fuck was wrong. We didn’t have the time to delay, but if there was something seriously wrong, I needed to know about it. Besides, there was no way in hell we were making that ride out of here. I had no contact with my team and no idea where we were.

“Fine.”

I undid the buckle on my pants and shoved them down my legs, wincing when the fabric slid over the bullet wound. She immediately dropped to her knees, but not in the way I would have preferred. It was all clinical with her. I distracted my dick by keeping an eye on the area. We lost our enemies at least an hour ago, but that didn’t mean I didn’t have to stay vigilant.

“It’s not too bad,” she murmured, cleaning up the wound.

I winced as she cleaned it with an antiseptic wipe. “The smell or the wound?”

She refused to meet my eye, but a small smile spread across her lips. “Both. You’re worried about nothing.”

“So were you. I knew the wound wasn’t bad. I wouldn’t be running through the jungle if it was.”

“That doesn’t mean it doesn’t need to be cleaned up. You could be fine until we get out of here, only to die from infection when we get home.”

I stayed silent as she finished cleaning the wound and slapping a bandage over it. When she was done, I pulled up my pants as she stuffed the garbage into a baggie.

“There, that wasn’t so bad, was it?” she asked with a grin.

“Well, you didn’t suffocate on my sweaty balls, so I guess it’s a win-win. Now, about that question…”

“Fire away.”

“What’s really wrong with you?”

Her lips twitched with humor as she started off ahead of me like she knew where she was going. “There’s nothing wrong with me.”

“Why do I not buy that?”

Her frustrated groan told me everything I needed to know. I grabbed her by the arm and spun her around. “We made a deal. Tell me what’s going on right now or we’re not going anywhere.”

She refused to look at me, but she finally spoke. “I had a heart transplant when I was ten. Satisfied?”

Satisfied? She had a fucking heart transplant and she was walking around here as if she didn’t have a care in the world. Wasn’t that really fucking dangerous? But that wasn’t the main issue. No, there was some other problem, and she was hiding it from me.

“You said you had it when you were ten. What’s the problem right now?”

She bit her lips, probably pissed that I picked up on that. “I don’t have my immunosuppressant drugs.”

A band wrapped around my heart, squeezing harder the longer I stared at her uncertain eyes. “And what does that mean?”

“It means…it’s not good for me. If I catch an infection, my body might start to reject my heart.”

And just like that, the bottom fell out.
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MERCY


The look on his face right now was precisely why I didn’t want to tell him what was going on. Once people knew I had a heart transplant, everything became about how I was doing and a million other questions. I ceased to exist as a person. I hated that look of terror on his face. I went from the woman he didn’t want near his sweaty ball sack to the woman who was about to keel over right in front of him.

“So, now you know. Can we move on?”

He grabbed my arm, his eyes narrowing dangerously on me. “No, we can’t move on. Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Because I’m monitoring it. There’s nothing more we can do until we get out of here.”

His face turned positively livid at my response, but it was the truth. “I need to know these things. Christ, I had you running through the jungle!”

“And that’s how we got out of there,” I snapped. “If I’d told you, you would have been more concerned about whether or not I was going to die on you than how to get out without putting me in danger.”

“Because that’s my fucking job. I need all the necessary information so I get you home safely. That’s what I’m paid for.”

“Too fucking bad,” I shot back. “If I was going to keel over on you, I’d let you know.”

“Would you?” he asked, narrowing his eyes at me. “If you collapsed and were unconscious, how the hell would I know what was wrong with you?” He turned away from me, clearly pissed.

I waited for him to calm down, not wanting to poke the beast any further. I was a rational person. I knew damn well why he was upset, but as a doctor, I also knew that there was nothing he could do about my condition. Our focus had to be on getting out of here alive, and if I had told him what was going on with me several hours ago, his attention would have been split. Now that we were out of danger for the most part, we could move forward.

He finally faced me again, this time without the joking manner from ten minutes ago. “We’re going to continue moving, and hopefully, we’ll be able to contact my team. If at any time you’re not feeling well, you need to tell me immediately and we’ll stop.”

“I’ll be fine.”

He shook his head with a humorless laugh. “If I hear that one more fucking time out of your mouth, I swear to God…”

“You’ll what?” I asked, trying to hold back my laughter.

His eyes met mine and for the first time since I told him about my condition, he actually fucking smiled. “Just stop telling me you’re fine.”

“I’ll choose a different word. Now, can we keep moving? I need a shower, so if we can get out of here, that would be great.”

“Fine.”

“And if I can’t say I’m fine, you have to stop saying fine also.”

“Are you gonna bust my balls the whole time we’re out here?”

“Possibly. What are you gonna do about it?”

“I would kick your ass, but I’m pretty sure that’s against company policy.” He held out his hand to me. “Come on. Let’s move and see if we can get the fuck out of here.”

I raised an eyebrow at his outstretched hand. “Are you going to hold my hand wherever we go?”

“Yes, but if it makes you feel better, you can tell yourself it’s because I like you.”

A smile pulled at my lips, but I took his hand, refusing to argue any further. It wouldn’t get us anywhere, and if it made him feel better, I could handle that.

“So, what is a woman with a heart transplant doing dragging her ass out into the jungle?” he asked as he started guiding me through the jungle, taking it slower than we had been.

I should have known the questions would start, but part of me hoped the grilling would be over. “I’ve been perfectly healthy since the transplant. I went to school to become a doctor and I finished my surgical residency, but I wanted to follow in my parents’ footsteps before becoming addicted to my job.”

“And what are their footsteps?”

“They work with Doctors Without Borders. I wanted to experience it.”

“And they were okay with you doing this knowing about your condition?”

I winced as I recalled my parents’ reactions when I told them. “Not at all. They didn’t even want me to become a doctor because I would be in a hospital around all those pesky germs.”

“So, what made you decide to take that route?”

“I guess morbid curiosity. I was around doctors all my life. I guess I wanted to know what made them tick.”

“I would think it would be the opposite.”

“And what about you? What made you decide to risk your life for others?”

He shrugged. “Nothing better to do.”

The way he said it was so casual that it was impossible to believe. Whatever persuaded him to take this route, he wasn’t about to divulge that information. And unlike him, I didn’t feel the need to push for answers. His secrets were his own, just like my secrets were for me.

We moved through the jungle as quickly as we could, but it was obvious we weren’t going to find the extraction point. By the time night was falling, I was dragging ass, and it had nothing to do with my heart condition. I was exhausted and hadn’t eaten a real meal at all over the past two weeks.

“We should stop for the night,” Chase finally relented. “You look like you’re dead on your feet.”

“I am,” I admitted. My legs were killing me, and so were my feet. “Any chance you give foot massages?”

“I could be persuaded.”

I was surprised at his offer. I wasn’t serious at all. “I was just joking. Remember how you said you had a sweaty ball sack? Well, my feet are just as disgusting.”

“I can wash my hands.”

“Yes, but then I would never be able to convince you to sleep with me.”

He looked surprised by my blunt statement. “Uh…”

“Relax,” I chuckled. “I was trying to lighten the mood.”

That was mostly true, but I didn’t bother to look at his face to see if he was disappointed or not. I was surviving on pure humor and distraction right now. If he looked relieved, I might actually lose my fighting spirit.

“So, where are we sleeping for the night?”

He pointed up at the tree, never taking his eyes off mine. “We have to stay away from the wild animals as much as possible.”

“Jungle cats can still climb trees.”

“Yes, but it’s less likely they’ll eat us alive.” He stalked over to where I was standing by the base of the tree and interlocked his fingers, making a step for me. “Come on. I’ll boost you up.”

I rested my hands on his shoulders, then placed my foot on his hands. For just a moment, my breath caught at how close I was to him. But then he hoisted me up and I focused on catching a branch so I didn’t fall on my ass. The bark bit into my palms, but I didn’t stop until I pulled myself up to the V where the branch connected to the tree. Just as I got situated, he was on the branch opposite me, grinning at me like a schoolboy.

“Impressed?”

I was tempted to roll my eyes at him, but refrained. I had a bad habit of rolling my eyes at people when they annoyed me. I had this feeling that by the end of the trip, it would be my one personality flaw that would annoy him to death.

“Yes! Oh. My. God,” I said in a valley girl voice. “It was like, so impressive the way you climbed up here. I am so turned on right now.”

“As I knew you would be, which is why I had to show off my skills.”

I fanned my face, acting like a total girly girl. I actually was totally impressed and desperately needed to fan myself at his bulging muscles, and this act provided me with the opportunity without making a fool out of myself.

And as if he knew that’s exactly what I was doing, he grinned at me, his eyes twinkling with mirth. “You are impressed. I can see it in your eyes.”

“Shut up,” I laughed. “You’re so full of yourself.” I ignored him by trying to get comfortable, but we were in a freaking tree. I doubted I would sleep well tonight. I rested back against the center of the tree, trying to ignore the way my heart beat irregularly in my chest. It wasn’t bad right now, but it was worse than when we were in the hut.

“Scoot forward.”

I jerked in surprise, glaring at Chase who was mere inches from my face. “Don’t scare me or I’ll push you out of the tree.”

“Okay, I’ll believe that when I see it.”

“You don’t think I’ll do it?”

“Well, if it’s a choice between shoving me out of a tree or being rescued and taking a shower, I’ll bet on the latter. Now, scoot forward.”

I did as he asked, a little surprised when he maneuvered his body between me and the tree, then pulled me back against his chest. “What are you doing?”

“Well, we’re sitting in a tree and need to rest. So, I put myself between you and the tree so you can lean back against me. Then you’re going to close your eyes and go to sleep while I keep watch.”

“I know what you did, but why did you do it? You need sleep too.”

He wrapped his arms around my stomach, pulling me tighter against his body. “Someone has to keep watch. Don’t worry. I’m used to this kind of stuff.”

“It’s not healthy to not get a consistent night’s sleep. It’s bad for⁠—”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah. And how much sleep have you gotten over the past two weeks? Trust me, I can handle this.”

I bit my lip to keep from arguing with him further. The truth was, the moment he pulled me into his body, I felt like I might actually be able to get some sleep without waking at every noise. “Fine, but you wake me up if you need some sleep.”

“I won’t.”

“You know, you’re very stubborn,” I said, yawning wide.

“I could say the same about you. Now, go to sleep.”

My eyes were already drifting shut as I murmured, “Stubborn ass.”
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I swatted at the person shaking me. Didn’t he know I was sleeping and I shouldn’t be woken up? I told Elijah time and again that unless I was needed for an emergency, he should never wake the beast.

“Stop,” I groaned, flinging my hand out to hit the menace who was disturbing my sleep.

“Mercy, you need to wake up.”

“Ten more minutes.”

“No. Now!”

The urgency in his voice forced me to open my eyes. But when I did, it wasn’t Elijah who I saw. In a matter of seconds, I remembered the hell I was in. “Chase.”

“You wouldn’t wake up. It scared the shit out of me.”

“It’s called sleeping,” I grumbled, rubbing my eyes.

He shook his head slightly, still staring into my eyes. There was a level of concern that I only saw when I was ten and my parents stared at me, wondering if I was going to make it through the night as I laid in my hospital bed.

“What?”

“Your heartbeat is erratic.”

“It has been for days,” I answered, shifting to an upright position. Chase had moved at some point, resting me back against the tree and was now sitting on the branch in front of me. His strong hands gripped my waist, holding me in place. Logically, I knew it wasn’t sexual, but my body didn’t know the difference. She was yelling at me to lay back down against his chest and feel his muscles ripple as he wrapped his arms around me. Of course, that wouldn’t be enough. Despite only knowing him for less than a day and being stinky as all hell, I was craving his touch.

I cleared my throat, trying to appear normal. The last thing he needed was some woman fawning over him. “What’s the plan for today?”

Instead of answering the question, he continued to stare at me, to dissect me while he searched for answers.

“What are we going to do for food this morning? I don’t suppose you know how to skewer a wild animal,” I chuckled.

I didn’t think he was going to answer, but he finally broke eye contact and shifted into his smooth, easy-going demeanor. “I don’t think killing a wild animal is quite the way to go yet. I still have some protein bars.” Reaching into his pocket, he pulled one out and handed it over.

“Ooh, yummy,” I said sarcastically.

“We need to keep moving. If we’re lucky, my team is still in the area and can get us out.”

“And if they’re not?”

“We still have to keep moving. Don’t worry, if we don’t find them by tonight, I’ll go all caveman and drive a long, pointy stick through an animal. Then we can build a fire and roast him.”

“Mmm, animal intestines. Just what I’ve always wanted.”

He grimaced. “You ruined the fantasy. Eat up. I’m gonna see if I can find us more water.”

He swung down from the branch like he was Tarzan, then took off through the trees. Panic took over as he disappeared. What if he couldn’t find me again? What if he got hurt and I couldn’t reach him? I almost started climbing down the tree, but couldn’t make myself do it. Down there, I wasn’t protected. If a wild animal came along, I’d be breakfast, lunch, and dinner.

When had I become so reliant on this man? I’d barely known him a day and I was already scared to go anywhere without him. That was so unlike me. I didn’t rely on anyone to do anything for me. Yet here, I was too scared to move from my position without him.

I shoved the last of the protein bar in my mouth, noting the tremor in my hands. I stared at the shaking and willed it to stop. After a few seconds, everything returned to normal.

“It’s just because you’re dehydrated and hungry,” I told myself.

But that was a lie I would continue to repeat even when more symptoms appeared. Things would only continue to get worse with each passing hour. My body was exhausted and depleted of nutrients, my heartbeat was erratic, and if I was right, I had a low-grade fever. If we didn’t get to help soon, I would be too far gone to fight the infection.

But the time to worry about that was later. It wouldn’t do me any good to dwell on things I couldn’t change. I had to keep pushing forward, otherwise it wouldn’t matter if we got out or not.

Luckily, by the time I finished my protein bar, Chase returned. “Did you find any water?”

“There’s a stream not too far from here, but I don’t think it’d be wise to drink from it. Our best bet is to get more water when it rains.”

“Well, that’s likely to happen,” I said, shielding my eyes as I stared up at the sky through the break in the trees. “It usually rains daily around here.”

He waved for me to come down, then held out his hands to catch me if I fell. I turned around and shimmied down the tree, all too aware of the fact that my ass was right in his face. When he put his hands on my waist, I lost my grip around the tree and fell into his arms. I stood gripping the tree as his touch burned through my clothes, igniting a fire in my belly.

Then his hands shifted ever-so-slightly until his thumbs brushed against my bare skin under the hem of my shirt. My eyes drifted closed at his touch and my breath caught in my chest. I was caught in a hazy fog of desire, imagining his hands sliding further under my shirt, exploring every inch of my body. It had been too long since I’d had a real man’s hands on me, and being out here alone with him, all I could think about was what it would be like to feel his skin sliding against mine as he took me and made me his.

“We should get moving.”

His voice dragged me out of my thoughts, and even though his voice was rough, I knew now wasn’t the time to think about how much I wanted him to fuck me. “Right,” I chuckled, turning around with a smile, meeting his smoldering gaze.

But he didn’t move, didn’t even look away from my eyes. Instead, everything in his gaze said he wanted to kiss the hell out of me. I was about to step forward when he shifted away from me, breaking the spell we were both under.

“Are you ready?”

“Yep,” I said as cheerily as possible.

He started out ahead of me, not taking my hand in his like he had yesterday. I knew it had nothing to do with not wanting me and everything to do with keeping distance from me. It was dangerous to fall for someone you were supposed to be helping. It was the same thing for doctors. There was a whole class on remaining professional when dealing with patients, especially terminal patients. If you got too close to a patient, your judgment would be compromised.

“So, you said last night that you do this a lot,” I said as we headed out. “How often do you go out on jobs?”

“As often as necessary. But our teams at our company rotate jobs.”

That was all interesting, but not really what I wanted to talk about. I didn’t want this mundane conversation where we talked about our jobs. I wanted to know more about him—what made him tick.

“You said yesterday that you didn’t want to lose another person. What did you mean?”

The moment the question left my lips, something changed in Chase. He kept walking, not answering my question. With every step, his muscles turned rigid.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to⁠—“

“It’s fine,” he said sharply.

“It was intrusive. I shouldn’t have asked.”

I walked in silence, paying extra attention to the ground, making sure I didn’t trip over any roots sticking out of the ground. I knew better than to ask personal questions. Growing up, every time someone asked me questions about my heart surgery, I closed up. I hated that no one could talk to me about anything other than that. And having experienced that myself, I should have known better than to dive into the heavy stuff when I didn’t even know him.

“It was a bad job.” His voice surprised me, but it was the raw emotion in his voice that really caught me off guard. “We took an undercover assignment, and my teammate had to marry a woman to…”

When he didn’t finish that thought, I just listened, waiting for him to go on. I had so many questions. Why were they undercover? Why would someone willingly marry someone else for a job?

“She wasn’t okay mentally, and it only got worse over time. We missed all the signs that she was struggling. She tricked us, made us think she was doing better, but she was spiraling out of control.”

“Depression?”

He nodded. “At her mother’s funeral, she disappeared on us. She drove one of our vehicles right into a tree and died in my teammate’s arms. He walked away from all of us that day.”

I didn’t even realize I stopped walking until he turned around. The devastation was clear, though he tried to hide it. For a man who had been through so much, he hid his pain well.

“You lost more than just a client that day.”

He gave a slight jerk of his head. “I tried to get him back, but…it didn’t matter what I said or did. He’s gone.”

“Maybe he just needs time. Everyone assumes that when you go through something emotionally draining you need people to get through it. Sometimes you just want to be alone.”

“Is that what it was like for you?”

“Not always. When I was sick, I wanted my parents by my side. But when I was better, I just wanted to be left alone. I was tired of everyone hovering around me. I knew I was going to be fine, but they couldn’t let go. They couldn’t just let me live my life. It was exhausting trying to convince them that I would be okay.”

“They almost lost you. It’s hard to just walk away.”

“Smothering someone only makes them want to leave even more.”

“Yeah, I got that when I refused to leave Asher alone. I woke up the next morning and he was gone. Now I don’t know where he is.”

“If he wants to see you, he’ll come around. You have to give him the chance to breathe—” I gasped, coughing for a few seconds as my eyes watered. Chase was by my side in an instant, but I brushed him off. The last thing I needed was him treating me like I was about to die. “I’m fine,” I choked out.

“You’re—”

“Fine,” I snapped as the coughing subsided. “I just choked on my own spit. It’s been known to happen.”

He obviously didn’t believe me, but I wasn’t giving in. “Maybe we should take a break.”

“We just started walking ten minutes ago,” I said. “We can’t stop just because I coughed.”

“We also can’t keep going if you’re getting sicker. I can carry you.”

I scoffed at that. “Are you kidding me? Let’s just keep walking.”

“But I⁠—”

“I don’t need you to baby me,” I snapped. “I know what I can handle. If I need help, I’ll tell you.”

I shoved past him, determined to keep going no matter what happened. It wasn’t that bad yet. Yes, I had a low-grade fever and the tremors were starting, but if I kept going, we might actually make it out of here by nightfall. If Chase had to carry me everywhere we went, it would only slow us down.

I could collapse when we made it to safety.
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CHASE


We hadn’t spoken since she basically told me to mind my own business. We stopped a few times to eat, and when it rained, I made a cup out of a leaf and refilled my water bottle. Other than saying thank you, no words were spoken. She didn’t even look my way.

Maybe I was too pushy, but I couldn’t stand the thought of having another person die on my watch. I liked Mercy. She was strong and resilient, and she didn’t take any crap from anyone. But her attitude about her heart condition was something I didn’t know how to deal with.

As her protection agent, I needed to ensure her safety in every way, but as a man who had already watched one woman die, I needed it for my own sanity. I wished she could see that and allow me to help her.

The trees cleared enough up ahead that I might be able to get some reception. I needed to get ahold of Patrick and find out if the team was still in the area. But one look at Mercy and I knew she needed a break.

“We’re taking a break,” I said, not bothering to ask if she needed one. “There’s a clearing up ahead. I’m gonna check it out and see if I can contact my team. You stay here and⁠—”

“No, I’m going with you.”

“There’s no point. I’ll be coming back here anyway.”

“Why are you trying to leave me behind?”

“I’m not,” I said in a calmer voice than I felt. “Look, you need a break. I’m not going far, and when I get back, we’ll figure out if I’m skewering a wild boar or if we’ll eat geckos for dinner.”

Her lips twitched in amusement. “Are there geckos here?”

“There have to be some kind of lizards.”

Her nose wrinkled in disgust. “I think I’ll pass on that.”

“Okay, then you watch for potential dinner prospects while I make the call. I won’t be long.”

“Fine, but if you shack up with some other sweaty, smelly woman on the way, I’m going to be insulted.”

“My sweaty ball sack is only for you,” I teased, then turned and took off for the clearing. I only glanced back at her when I was far enough away that she wouldn’t see me. The moment I saw her resting, I took off for the clearing. She seemed to be holding up pretty well, but I had no idea how long that would last. It worried me that she hadn’t taken her meds in so long. Maybe I was worrying about nothing. It could be that she was perfectly fine. Either way, I’d feel better when we were back in the United States.

Ten minutes later, I reached the clearing and pulled out my sat phone to call Patrick, relieved when it rang.

“It’s about time you checked in, fucker.”

“We got split up.”

“Oh, is that what happened? I thought maybe elves carried you away.”

I ignored his sarcasm and moved on. “When can you get back for a pick up?”

“Not until the morning. We had to come back and refuel, but the asshole we rented the chopper from decided he needed it for the night.”

“Fuck,” I swore. “Get another one.”

“Can’t. He was the only one within a hundred miles that had one. You know this. What’s the problem? Not enjoying the scenery?”

“Mercy has a fucking heart condition.”

He didn’t say anything for a moment. “Mercy?”

“Yeah, the client.”

“I know, but you called her Mercy.”

The teasing was evident in his voice, but I ignored it. “Did you hear what I said?”

“Yes, I heard you. There’s nothing I can do. There’s no way to get to you.”

I pinched the bridge of my nose, trying to figure out what to do next. “What time can you pick up?”

“We can be there by eight.”

“Eight?” I snapped. “Are you fucking insane?”

“No, I’m actually quite lucid. Where are you?”

“You have my tracker information.”

“I know, and I’m looking at it. What I don’t understand is why you’re so fucking far out of the way. Where exactly were you headed?”

Right, now was the time to point out how lost I was. “It’s not like my GPS was working. We’re in the middle of the fucking jungle.”

“Where’s your compass?”

“In my other pants,” I snapped.

“So, you’re out in the middle of nowhere with Mercy,” he chuckled. “I can imagine how your night is gonna go.”

“Yeah, cold and hungry.”

“You have body heat. Get undressed and warm yourselves up. You might even have some fun.”

“I’m not out here to have fun,” I argued. “This is a rescue mission.”

“Yeah, I hate to point that out, but you kinda failed.”

“We were being chased.”

“I made it out with Elijah.”

“There were men after her. Did you want me to stay behind and hold your hand?”

“I made it out with a man who whined the whole time.”

“I don’t know how many times I have to say this. There were men after us.”

“Whining and squeezing my hand like a fucking girl. Seriously, you had the easier client. How exactly did you get lost?”

I rolled my eyes, knowing he wasn’t going to stop. “What do you want me to say?”

“That you got lost and didn’t stop to ask for directions.”

“There was no one to ask,” I snapped. “Jungle, remember?”

“Yes, I remember. I was there. And I made it to the extraction point. I think you secretly wanted to get lost.”

“Why would I want that?”

“Because then you’d be forced to relax with your jungle woman.”

“She’s not a jungle woman.”

“She was in the jungle. And she’s a woman. Jungle woman.”

“You’re an asshole,” I grumbled.

“That may be true, but doesn’t change the fact that you got lost in the jungle.”

“Would you just get me new coordinates and tell me where the fuck to go,” I snapped.

“Geez, someone’s a little testy. I strongly recommend a good blow job while you’re whiling away the hours. Hell, why don’t you go for the full monty and make yourself really happy,” he laughed.

“Why don’t you go⁠—”

“There’s no need to be angry. I’m just giving you the same advice you’re giving yourself.”

I was gonna kill him so hard when I got back home. “Patrick, fuck off.”

“What? Sorry, I can’t hear you—static—out—there?” The line went dead, but only because he hung up on me. I redialed immediately. “Yellow. Happy Slayers at your service. You stab ‘em, we’ll fry ‘em.”

“You’re an asshole.”

“They tell me that all the time.”

“Are you sending the coordinates or not?”

“Already did. Like I said, you’re a grouchy⁠—”

I hung up before he could finish that sentence. The phone chimed with new coordinates. He was right, I was so fucking far away from the extraction point, but we weren’t making that hike tonight. I’d wait until we got some sleep and head out early morning. Hopefully, now that we were in a clearer area, the sat phone would work and I wouldn’t be wandering around aimlessly.

I shoved the phone back in my pocket and headed back to where I left Mercy. With any luck, she’d be feeling better and would rest easy tonight. Then tomorrow we’d head out and…and I’d probably never see her again. But at least I’d know she was safe.
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MERCY


Once he was out of sight, I bent over and took a deep breath. I didn’t feel so good, but that was to be expected after what I’d been through over the last two weeks. I was relieved when he told me to stay behind. My head was pounding and I was feeling a little dizzy. I really needed more water, and I was sure once I drank more, I’d be fine.

It took a few minutes for the feeling to pass, and when it did, I rested back against the tree. Sweat soaked my shirt, but that was nothing compared to how disgusting I felt everywhere else. It had been way too long since I washed up and I was determined to fix that now. Even if we were somehow rescued today, I couldn’t stand the thought of getting on a plane like this.

After drinking a healthy dose of water, I stood and followed the sound of trickling water down a moss-covered hill. As soon as my eyes landed on the water trickling from a rock and splashing into a stream below, I was tearing off my clothes in anticipation of the cool water hitting my body. In mere seconds, I was under the water as I continued to undress and toss my clothes to the side.

“Oh, God,” I groaned, dunking my head under the stream, wishing it were a shower. I turned and tilted my head up, opening my mouth to let the water flow in. I didn’t swallow it, knowing there could be gross things floating in the water, but it had to be cleaner than my mouth was at the moment. I furiously brushed my teeth with my finger, even going so far as to scrape my teeth with my fingernail, taking a good ten minutes to clean every last inch of my mouth. I wasn’t minty fresh, but at least I didn’t feel like I had scum lining my teeth and gums.

After my hair was thoroughly soaked, I opened my eyes and finally took in the beauty of my surroundings. I hadn’t appreciated the view since I escaped the hut, but now that I stood naked under the stream of water, it was as if my eyes were opened. It reminded me of how I felt after my heart transplant when I looked at everything through rose-colored glasses. Over the years, I forgot just how amazing the little things in life were. Now that I finally had water to bathe in, I felt like I was looking through those same glasses again.

Stepping out from under the water, I grabbed my clothes and carefully walked over the rocks to the stream, then lowered myself into the water. The stream was shallow, barely covering my butt as I sat down on the rock bed. I grimaced at the disgusting color of my clothes and started scrubbing the fabric, hoping to at least get the sweaty smell out.

“Oh shit.”

I spun around, forgetting about the fact that I was naked, and caught sight of Chase staring at me. He could have turned away, but he didn’t. I could have covered myself, but I didn’t want to. Even with the faded scar running down my chest, I had never been one for modesty. I wore my battle scars with honor and dignity.

“Care to join me? The water’s cool.”

Even from this distance, I could see his Adam’s apple bob in his throat. “That’s…probably not a good idea.”

“Who cares about good ideas?”

“I should. I’m—this is a job.”

My lips twitched in amusement. “We’ve already covered your sweaty ball sack. I think we’re okay.”

With a single step forward, his decision was made. He just didn’t want to admit it yet. All he needed was a little encouragement, which I would willingly give. Sleeping with him wasn’t my priority, but making him loosen up a little would do wonders for both of us. I slowly stood, turning to fully face him. I had always been on the slender side, always watching what I ate. It was important to maintain a healthy lifestyle to ensure my heart would hold out for years to come. And in doing that, I had the confidence to take risks like this—standing completely naked in front of a sexy man who was here to rescue me.

“I probably shouldn’t.”

“You already said that, but the tent in your pants is saying a different story.”

He shifted uncomfortably, but finally took another step forward until he was striding over to me, his shoes splashing in the water as he wrapped his arms around me and scooped me up against his body. I was all too aware of how gross my mouth was, but he didn’t even give me a chance to stop him before he slammed his mouth down on mine.

I wrapped my arms around his neck and drew him closer to me. While he was busy exploring my mouth, my hand got busy roaming over his muscled chest. But that wasn’t what I really wanted. My fingers tugged at the clasp of his pants until they finally came unbuttoned and I could work him free of his constraints. He groaned against me as I tugged his pants down and wrapped my hands around his thick length. I briefly considered that he might pull away from me. After all, he was worried about his sweaty ball sack.

I gripped him harder, stroking him faster as his fingers slid down the side of my breasts, brushing against my ribcage. He was taunting me with his touch, sending tingles racing across my skin until I was squirming in his hands. His fingers slid through the curls of my mound, tugging firmly and making me gasp. Then his fingers were on my clit, pinching and swirling and driving me insane. My breathing was ragged as I worked him harder. Dizziness crashed over me as he slid two fingers inside me, making me come harder than I had in years.

I buried my face against his chest as he jerked in my palm. The warmth of his release coated my hand, then trickled through my fingers and oozed down my wrist. A chuckle broke free from my chest as I realized how ridiculous we must look out here. Not that it mattered. No one was around to see us.

“That…was unexpected.”

“You can say that again,” I said, shifting slightly and eliciting a gasp as I realized his fingers were still buried inside me. My throat became drier than the Sahara as he slowly scissored his fingers inside me.

“Look at me,” he said gruffly, thrusting up inside me.

For some reason, now I felt embarrassed. I slowly raised my eyes, meeting his heated gaze. His fingers slid from my body and his palm slapped my inner thigh.

“Spread for me.”

I did as he asked without the slightest hesitation. This time, it wasn’t his fingers that met my cunt. His thick length hovered at my entrance as he stared at me with darkening eyes. My heart pounded in my chest with every second that passed until finally, he gripped my knee and hoisted me up against his body, aligning himself perfectly to fuck me.

With one foot dangling in the air, I gripped his cock, watching as his muscles strained as he held me in his arms. As I sank down on his length, my body contracted, accepting his girth with pleasure. My eyes slid shut when he was finally seated inside me, but they snapped open at his command.

“I told you to look at me.”

I locked eyes with him, then pressed my hands to his shoulders and slowly lifted myself off him. He nodded in approval and kept his focus on me as I sank back down on his cock.

“This might not be safe,” I whispered.

“Nothing in life ever is.”

My lips turned up in a smile. “I meant us standing on wet rocks, but you can take whatever you want out of it.”

The slightest chuckle left his lips as he turned and walked out of the water, then laid me down on a large boulder at the edge of the stream. I barely had time to rest my elbow back when he pulled out and then thrust hard inside me. I gasped, wrapping my hand around his neck to hold on for the ride. My heart beat erratically and my legs tingled in pleasure at how wide they were stretched. Butterflies erupted in my belly as he fucked me harder and faster. Never had I felt so completely alive than I did with him right now.

Everything was against us. We were running from men who wanted to keep me hostage, we had no one out here with us, no food aside from a few protein bars…but I had him, and that was enough to keep me going and make me see what was right in front of me.

Life.

I pulled him down to meet my lips, my tongue clashing with his as he gripped my hips and pulled me hard against him. Then he flipped us, sitting down on the rock as I straddled his thighs. It was slippery and chaotic as I planted my feet in the stream. But as his hands slid up my waist and cupped my breasts, I forgot about how difficult it was and just let my body feel every twist and pinch of my nipples.

“Chase,” I moaned, tossing my head back as another orgasm worked its way through my body. Dizziness crashed over me again, this time making it impossible to keep moving. His hands landed on my hips, holding me down as he thrust up into me over and over. My pussy was beaten and bruised from the force of his fucking, and as he released inside me, he pressed his lips to mine in a punishing kiss that sent tingles all over my body.

My forehead dropped to his chest as my body collapsed against his. I was exhausted and ready to go to sleep, but I somehow doubted that would be wise while I was naked. Still, it was enticing as his rough hand slid up and down my back in a soothing gesture.

“Mmm, that feels good.”

A low rumble emanated from his chest as his body shook. “Doesn’t take much to please you.”

“I would say that what you just did was a lot of work,” I mumbled.

“I meant rubbing your back.”

“That’s nice too.”

“I was not expecting you to be naked when I came back from making that call.”

“You told me to relax,” I answered, still buried in his chest. “I wanted to clean up.”

“It’s a nice spot.”

“The nicest I’ve seen in a long time. I forgot to look.”

“What do you mean?”

“When I first had my transplant, I saw everything. I would stop to look at the beauty of everything. But over time, I was more concerned with making the most out of life that I forgot to stop and look around.”

I felt him nod as he continued to run his hand over my back. “I forget too.”

I smiled against him, feeling more comfort in his arms than I had in years. I was always so lost in my head, focusing on the next goal that I never really slowed down and just enjoyed life anymore. Maybe getting kidnapped wasn’t such a bad thing after all.

“We should get you dressed.”

“You had to spoil the moment,” I laughed.

“You’re shivering.”

Was I? I finally took account of my body, noting how exhausted I was, with a touch of dizziness still residing. And yes, I was shivering, probably from my fever, which he didn’t seem to notice yet. I pulled away from him, all too aware that if he did notice, it wouldn’t be long before he went back to worrying about me instead of focusing on the important stuff, like getting us out of here.

“So, were you able to make your call?”

“Yeah,” he answered, brushing my wet locks of hair behind my ear. “Tomorrow morning is the soonest they can get out here.”

“Hmmm, so much time between now and then. How will we fill the hours?”

“I was thinking we should get some sleep,” he said seriously.

I couldn’t help but pout. He was too serious sometimes. “We could, or we could find something more fun to do.”

His fingers tightened on my hips for just a moment. “How about we get dressed first?”

“It’s more fun without clothes.”

Finally, a spark of desire lit up his eyes again. They dropped to the base of my throat and then lower to my breasts. His hand slid around my throat and his thumb caressed my pulse point before he let it fall lower, hovering just over the scar down my chest. Suddenly, the air was thick and heavy, and I didn’t like that look in his eyes.

I pushed off him, ignoring the way the world tilted. I stared up at the sky to hide the sway of my body, then let out a deep sigh. “Well, if you’re going to be boring, we might as well get dressed.”

“You go ahead. I didn’t get a dip in the water yet.”

I winked at him over my shoulder, then walked over to retrieve my discarded clothes. They were still damp, but at least they smelled better. “Do you have more water?”

“In my bag,” he said as he waded into the water and headed over to the stream flowing over the same rock I showered under.

“I’ll see you in a few.”

I pulled on my panties and bra, wringing out the water from my pants and shirt. They could dry a little more before I put them on. I headed back up to the tree we’d stop by, finding his bag on the ground. Grabbing the water out of his bag, I chugged a good portion of it before closing my eyes and refusing to acknowledge what was going on with my body.

“You’re fine. There’s nothing to be worried about,” I whispered to myself.

There wasn’t…until I heard the low growl coming from just a few feet beside me.
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CHASE


That was fucking stupid. I shouldn’t have allowed her to get to me. It was bad enough that I let her touch me, but then I fucked her.

A client.

Cash would hand me my ass. After what happened with Asher, I should have known better than to get involved with someone I was protecting. Asher fell for his wife and look how that turned out. Getting the job done was impossible once he fell for her, once he knew about her past. And then it became his mission to take down her father to the point that he missed all the signs of her depression, along with the rest of us.

I couldn’t blame him for caring about her. We all knew she was a good person. Well…I was more skeptical than everyone else, but it didn’t take long to figure out that she was a victim in the whole nasty ordeal. And that was the downfall for all of us. We saw what we wanted to because we were too close to her. We wanted to believe she was fine.

I stepped out from under the water and pulled on my boxers and then my pants. I didn’t bother to wash my clothes like she had. I hadn’t been wearing mine for two weeks straight, and I didn’t want to deal with chafing from wet clothes. Tugging on my shoes, I grabbed my shirt and headed back up the hill to meet Mercy. I was going to have to tell her that couldn’t happen again. Sex was dangerous with a woman I wasn’t protecting, but it was even worse with a woman whose life depended on me having a clear head.

“Chase!”

Her scream wrenched me from my thoughts and I took off up the hill at breakneck speed. I drew my gun immediately, not even stopping to consider what might have happened. The moment I reached the top, I heard the growl and saw the spotted beast pinning her to the ground with only my bag between her and his teeth. I didn’t waste a second firing off two shots, hitting the jaguar first in the head and then in the throat. He collapsed on top of her, smothering her with his heavy weight.

I rushed over, grabbing the animal by the scruff and dragging him off her. She let out a loud gasp, shoving the bag away from her body. I instantly hauled her off the ground, wrapping her up in my arms as my heart hammered loudly in my chest.

“Christ, are you okay?”

I felt her nod against me, but she said nothing. I closed my eyes as I held her against me, unable to even think about what might have happened if I hadn’t been closer. I was never leaving her again.

“Chase, I’m okay,” she said, pushing at my arms.

“Just shut up,” I snapped, holding her tighter.

“You’re suffocating me,” she laughed.

“Don’t care,” I muttered, refusing to let go just yet. Her arms went limp as she allowed me to hold her for a few minutes longer. The terror slowly receded the longer I held her. Images of what I might have seen floated through my mind, but I shoved them away until all I saw was that scar, reminding me of all she’d survived.

“Hey, I really am okay,” she said, poking me in the stomach.

I finally relented and pulled away from her, staring at her face. There were still traces of terror there, but not like I expected. I took my time, looking her over for any indication that the beast had taken a swipe. I held out both arms and looked at every inch of skin. Other than streaks of dirt on her arms, she was unscathed. The same couldn’t be said about her back. She had large cuts on her back from the branch she’d fallen on, but luckily they were minor compared to what could have happened.

“Let me clean up your back.”

She sighed and sat down for me to work, though I noticed she sat perpendicular to the animal on the ground.

“He’s dead,” I told her, in case she was still worried.

“I know, but if I can see it, I can run if he decides to suddenly wake up and attack me.”

“He has two bullets in him. He’s not going anywhere,” I said as I pulled my med kit out and got to work cleaning her up.

She was silent for a moment, then laughed under her breath. “Haven’t you ever had that reccurring nightmare where something happens, but you think it’s over? And then just when you let your guard down, the thing you thought was over is suddenly not?”

“Yeah,” I admitted.

Her shoulders tensed for just a moment. “After my heart surgery, I used to wake up in a cold sweat screaming for my parents. I was so sure that the surgery had failed and I was going into cardiac arrest. It lasted about two weeks straight before I put a stop to it.”

“How did you do that?”

“I was hypnotized.”

I was just about to swipe her back for the final time with the antibiotic wipes, but I stopped. “You what?”

“I don’t know if it worked or not. I just know the dreams stopped. Maybe all I needed was to think they were real.”

“And just like that, it was all over?”

“Not a single dream since. What was your reccurring nightmare?”

She glanced over her shoulder, expecting an answer from me, but I wasn’t sure I was ready to share that yet. “Hold still. I just need to put the bandage on.”

If she was put out that I didn’t share, she didn’t let on. I snatched her shirt off the ground and handed it to her, then got up and walked over to where a few things fell out of my pack.

“We should probably try to make it to better cover for the night now that this spot is tainted.”

“Do you know where we’re going?”

I turned around just as she was pulling her pants up. Luckily, they were cargo pants so they were loose enough to put on despite still being wet. “Uh…yeah. It’s still quite a hike. Are you up for a little more travel tonight?”

“A little tired, but that’s only because you wore me out,” she said, winking at me.

It was like she was always trying to throw me off my game. I hadn’t met anyone quite like her, someone who I connected with so easily. But that didn’t mean I could allow these feelings to take over again. They distracted me and made me do things that should never happen.

“We should get going.” I slung my pack over my shoulder and turned away. I would not fall for her. I would not allow my feelings for her to get in the way of the job. No matter what.
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MERCY


“Do you mind if we stop?” I asked, feeling a little out of breath. I didn’t want to worry him, but if I took another step, I might collapse.

He spun around instantly, his eyes studying me intently. “Are you feeling okay?”

I lied, knowing it was the only way to keep him from jumping to worst case scenarios. “Just tired from the fucking you gave me. That and lack of food.”

He pulled his pack off and unzipped it. “I still have another protein bar.”

“Just one?”

“It’s all yours. I can eat tomorrow when they pick us up.”

Well, now I felt bad. “Maybe we should split it.”

“Or you can just eat it. I haven’t been starving for the past two weeks. Besides, it’s only a few more hours. I can take it.”

I stared at the protein bar longingly. What I wouldn’t give for a bowl of pasta right now. “Alright, but only because you make such a good argument.”

I snatched it out of his hand and unwrapped it as we continued to walk.

“I’ll find us some shelter. Are you okay to walk a little further?”

“Yes,” I mumbled around the massive bite I took, which left me with only half a bar.

“We should find someplace with shelter. Then we can build a fire tonight. Maybe I’ll even cook a lizard for you.”

“If you’d gutted the jaguar, we could have had him for dinner.”

“You want to eat the beast that attacked you?”

I grimaced at the thought. “No. He was too cute to eat.”

That made him turn around and stare at me in confusion. “He would have eaten you.”

“Yes, but I’m on the food chain in his mind. He’s not on my list of things to eat.”

“So, does that apply to all animals or just ones that try to eat you?”

I thought about that for a moment. I loved meat, but I couldn’t eat something I saw before it was slaughtered. “It applies to animals I see first.”

“So, if I gave you pig feet, would you eat them if you didn’t see the pig first?”

My nose wrinkled in disgust. “No, that’s gross.”

“So, it applies to more than just the animal.”

“You’re confusing me. Why are we talking about this?”

“It just reminded me of a teammate. He eats all sorts of weird things. He once ate a tarantula.”

“For fun?”

He shrugged and started walking again. “Don’t know. He’s weird like that. Over there,” he pointed in the distance. “There’s a little bit of shelter.”

“Perfect,” I muttered under my breath. I really was happy, but it was exhausting to walk around the jungle. My determined spirit was quickly starting to fade. I just had to keep telling myself that I only had a few more hours. It was an adventure with a sexy man. I could handle that.

When we got to the overhang, I slumped down inside, resting back on the hard surface. We weren’t exactly in a cave, but it sort of felt like it, which was kind of creepy. But that didn’t stop my eyes from closing.

“I’ll try to find some food.”

“Just as long as it’s not me,” I muttered.

“Don’t worry. I’m not a cannibal.”

I would have laughed, but I was already half asleep. Time drifted by slowly as I flitted in and out of consciousness. If it weren’t for the bugs and the humidity, I might have actually gotten some sleep. It was only after the sun started to set that I gave up on the idea of sleep and admitted defeat.

“What are you doing?” I asked Chase as he carried in some bits of branches from trees.

“Starting a fire.”

Yawning, I stretched out my limbs. “You don’t know how to start a fire.”

“Sure I do. I can start a fire, cook over an open flame, and I can even dig a latrine.”

I grimaced at the last part. “That’s disgusting.”

“But necessary.”

“We haven’t dug a latrine once in all the time we’ve been walking.”

“That’s because it wasn’t necessary,” he answered as he started building a teepee with the wood.

I watched intently, interested to see how this worked. I was never a Girl Scout, nor did I care to learn. But now that I was stuck out here, I realized how silly that was.

“Do you want to try?”

“Me?” I laughed. “Yeah, I don’t think that’s gonna work.”

“Come on,” he grinned, waving me over.

I bit my lip, thinking about how terrible an idea this was. I was going to humiliate myself. Then again, I never backed down from a challenge. Standing, I walked over to him, sitting down where he patted in front of him. He wrapped his arms around me, holding onto my hands as he got to work. I honestly couldn’t remember what he did or how he did it. I was too caught up in his scent—masculine and strong with a musky scent from his sweat. But none of that bothered me. It only made me crave what I was already missing out on.

“Mercy.” His voice rumbled in his chest, sending shivers down my spine.

“Yeah?”

“You’re not paying attention.”

“How did you know?” I asked breathlessly.

“Well, you’ve had your eyes closed for the last twenty seconds. That was a pretty good indicator.”

Smiling, I turned back to the fire. “That’s only because you smell so good.”

“I know,” he said confidently. “All the ladies tell me that.”

“Do they really,” I deadpanned. “Amazing.”

“Not really. I am that good of a catch.”

“Well, I’ll have to remember that the next time I’m in the jungle with you,” I said, smirking back at him.

His hand grazed up my arm, brushing over my shoulder as he slid his fingers up the nape of my neck and into my hair. “No need,” he said, his voice gruff as he stared into my eyes. “I’ll remind you.”

And then his lips crashed down on mine in a searing kiss that made my toes curl. His hand skimmed up my chest, cupping my breast as he ran his thumb over my nipple. Even through the thin material of my bra, I could feel everything as if he were touching my bare breast.

“You’re so beautiful,” he murmured, kissing his way along my jaw and down my neck. He pulled my hair back from my throat, pressing wet kisses below my ear.

I felt like I was on sensation overload. With every kiss on my pulse point, he strummed his thumb over my nipple, sending shocks to my core. I was soaked for him, desperate for his touch. And when he cupped my jaw and slid his mouth over mine again, I melted into him.

“Mercy,” he growled low in his throat.

I loved the way he said my name, as if he was begging for mercy at the same time he devoured me. In an instant, I was on my back as he tore my shirt over my head and flicked the flimsy bra from my chest. My breasts bounced free, spilling out for him to devour. I spread my legs as he sank down on top of me, nudging his hard cock against my soaked pussy. Even through the fabric, I felt like he was already inside me.

Rocking against me, he drove me insane, filling my head with fantasies of all the ways he would take me and make me his again and again. My breathing stuttered in my chest as he slid his tongue around my nipple, flicking it with his tongue and driving me insane.

“Chase,” I gasped. “I’m soaked for you.”

My words had the intended effect. His gaze snapped to mine as he abandoned the way he devoured my breast. And as much as I missed his tongue on me, his fingers sliding down over my pussy quickly replaced the longing I felt. But Chase didn’t slide his hand into my pants or strip me bare. No, he brushed his hand over my clit through my pants and rubbed slowly up and down, drawing out the torture he knew he was inflicting on me.

I squirmed under his touch, trying my best to chase the orgasm that was just moments away. I rocked my hips against his hand, needing more than he was willing to give. But every time I was close, he smirked at me, shaking his head.

“Not yet, Mercy. Not until I have my taste.”

“No!” I said immediately, grabbing him before he could go down on me. “No, not gonna happen. I haven’t bathed in⁠—”

His lips crashed down on mine, sucking the breath from my body. Then just as quickly, he tore his lips from mine and his dark gaze had me snapping my lips shut.

“I don’t think I asked for your opinion.” He jerked my pants down my legs, then spread me wide, not giving me a chance to shove him away. His strong hands pushed against my inner thighs, opening my pussy for him. I swore his eyes darkened at the sight before him.

“Chase, don’t⁠—”

But it was too late. He dove in, sinking his teeth into my lips as his tongue thrust into my core, licking and fucking me raw. I screamed, gripping his hair with my fingers as I bucked against him. All thoughts of how disgusting it was fled my mind as he continued to devour me.

I gasped and cried out, unable to control the shaking rushing through my limbs. Black spots danced before my eyes as shivers broke out over my body. The telltale burning in my core tore through me as he drew out my orgasm, flicking my clit with his tongue over and over again in heated lashings until I was screaming his name.

I barely had time to recover before he tore his lips from my pussy and rolled me over. The cold from the stone under my belly worked in sharp contrast to the heat of his body against my back. With my legs barely spread, he thrust between mine, working his way inside my body. My slick pussy welcomed him, sucking him in as he spread his legs on either side of me, pushing my legs closed around his dick. Once he was settled deep inside me, he laid on top of me, his head resting right beside mine.

He gripped my hands, holding them out above my head as he pressed his lips to mine in an awkward kiss. But it was the sexiest thing I’d ever felt. “You like that?” he asked. “You like me fucking you like this?”

Before I could answer, he slid out, then pushed back in. I’d never felt anything so tight in all my life. And every time he thrust into me, my clit brushed against the stone, sending shivers through me.

“You’re so fucking beautiful,” he murmured, pressing kisses to my ear, then my cheek. “I want every inch of you.”

I whimpered in agreement, unable to say anything else. And then the heat from his chest was gone, along with his thick cock. I gasped when I felt air brush between my spread ass cheeks. Peeking over my shoulder, I saw him staring at my ass, his eyes heated with desire.

Swallowing hard, I knew I had a choice to make. To allow him to take what he wanted or to push him away. I’d never allowed anyone to do that to me, not even with my most intimate lovers. But as his eyes slowly met mine, I knew I’d give him whatever he wanted.

Without breaking eye contact, he slid his fingers through my soaked pussy, fucking me slowly as his eyes dropped back to my ass. I could practically hear his thoughts as he fingered me.

Look at that ass waiting for me.

I can’t wait to fuck this hole.

You’re soaked just thinking about my cock taking you.

And it was true. The longer he stared at me, the more I wanted it. Needed it. After a third finger entered my pussy, he slid them to my backside, wetting the ring of muscle that instantly clenched in anticipation. His eyes shuttered as he pushed the first finger in slightly. I gasped, not expecting the pain, but when his eyes flew open and met mine, all those feelings morphed into something electric.

“Tell me to stop.”

I shifted against him, telling him to give me more.

His nostrils flared. “Tell me you don’t want this.”

Again, I thrust back against his finger, pushing him all the way inside. The feeling was more than I could handle. I gasped, rocking against him as my pussy throbbed with need. A strangled moan left my lips as he added a second finger, thrusting in and out slowly. I watched in fascination as he gripped his cock and slowly jerked off.

I licked my lips in anticipation, wondering how much more intense it would feel when he slid his thick cock inside me. I didn’t have to wait long to find out. He wet his cock with my pussy one last time, then pressed the tip to my ass, pushing lightly.

My breaths were coming out frantically as I waited on pins and needles for him to thrust inside me. I knew he was going easy on me, but I was so desperate for his cock that I pushed back against him, earning a growl of approval from him. He laid down on top of me and bit my ear as he thrust fully inside me. I cried out at the burn and stretch. Tears pricked my eyes, but relief poured through me as he settled deep inside me.

He laid flat on top of me, just as he had when he fucked my pussy. Gripping my chin, he forced my head to the side and kissed me hard, pulling every last moan from my throat.

“Fuck, Mercy.”

I wiggled against him, telling him I was ready. In an instant, he pulled out, then thrust back in, hitting me deep. I cried out, my hands scratching at the rock as my breasts took a beating from rubbing against the ground.

“More?”

“More!” I cried out.

His hips did all the work as he continued to smother me with his body. For every thrust, he bit my neck, my ear, my throat, marking me in every way possible. His hips slapped against my ass as he picked up the pace, fucking my ass the way he did my pussy. I was raw and sore, but had never felt so alive in my life.

I clawed at the ground as an orgasm raced through me. My heart pounded out of control as he took every last inch of me, marking me his in every way. My ass clenched around him as I came undone. I barely noticed him slamming into me a few more times before settling deep inside me and collapsing against my body. Darkness took over as my orgasm receded until all I felt was a floating sensation as I drifted away into oblivion.
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I collapsed beside Mercy, cursing myself for taking her so hard. I couldn’t help it. She drove me crazy, made me do things that I would never do to a woman. But the way she looked at me, I knew she wanted it just as much.

Breathing heavily, I rolled toward Mercy, pulling her against me. She was still warm even though the night was cooling down. That didn’t surprise me. I was burning up. Still, after a few minutes, she would be shivering. I dragged my ass off the stone and rebuilt the pile of firewood. I’d never gone to such lengths for a woman, but I had a feeling everything was different with Mercy.

After getting it started, I laid back down, pulling Mercy back into my arms. For just a moment, I allowed myself to consider what it would be like if she were in my arms every night. She was a doctor. She could get a job anywhere, and now that my house was done, I’d have a home for us.

Christ, I was getting away from myself. I barely knew this woman and I was already considering shacking up with her. I didn’t move that fast, not even with my high school girlfriend. And after seeing all the problems Asher had, it would be smarter to take the slower route, to really get to know Mercy before throwing bachelorhood out the window for someone I barely knew.

Besides, Mercy was a free spirit, always wanting to try new things. Hell, she came all the way to the jungle to experience something new. And what could I really offer her? I worked a lot. It wasn’t like we took a lot of jobs in our area. She probably wouldn’t be happy with someone coming and going from her life.

Which also meant that having a long distance relationship was probably out of the question as well. It just didn’t look like there was a good answer to any of this. Thankfully, I thought this all out in my head before saying any of it to her.

Still, as I watched the flames burn through the wood, I wished there was some way to keep her in my life, even if only for a little while.

The sound of shivering woke me from a dead sleep. I hadn’t even realized I passed out until the chattering teeth beside me woke me up. Rolling over, I cursed myself for not covering up Mercy before I fell asleep. I pulled her body toward me, but swore when I felt how hot her skin was. I was on my knees in an instant, leaning over her as I pressed my hand to her forehead.

“Mercy.”

She didn’t respond. Her body just kept shaking as the fever tore through her.

“Mercy, I need you to open your eyes.”

Still, she didn’t respond.

“Son of a bitch,” I muttered, snatching her clothes off the ground. Dressing her was impossible when she was nothing more than a limp rag. Not to mention that I was fucking scared out of my mind when I felt her forehead. She said she was at risk for infection, but I hadn’t really realized how fast she could get sick. I didn’t know anything about heart transplants, and now I was kicking myself for allowing her to run through the jungle. I should have carried her or tried to find another way out. Maybe if I had insisted Patrick find another way, we’d already be in a hospital right now. And then I went and fucked her when she was already under the weather. I was so fucking stupid.

I finished getting her dressed, then pulled out my phone and dialed Patrick again.

“This better be fucking important.”

“I need the chopper now. I don’t care what you have to do. Mercy has an infection.”

“Pick up is in a few hours. She’ll be fine.”

“She has a fucking heart transplant!” I shouted. “She’s burning up. I need you to get on the horn with whoever’s in charge and make it happen!”

“Geez, alright. I’ll make it happen. But you’d better get your ass there in time. I’m not traipsing through the jungle looking for you.”

“I’ll be there,” I snapped. I hated that he used humor as a defense mechanism. I never knew how to respond to it.

I turned off the phone and shoved it in my pocket, then grabbed Mercy by the arm, hauling her across my shoulders. It wouldn’t be comfortable, but it was more important to get her out of here. I stomped the fire that was nearly out, then hauled ass out of there, leaving everything behind that wouldn’t fit in my pockets. The only thing that mattered right now was her.

I raced through the jungle, only stopping to make sure I was going in the right direction. My arms were aching from carrying her across my shoulders, and my legs burned with how hard I was pushing myself. It wasn’t until I got turned around when I lost the moon through the trees that I finally set her down.

Carefully, I laid her on the ground, supporting her head as I lowered her to a mossy bed of rocks. I leaned forward and brushed my lips across her forehead. “Just hang in there. I’ll get you out of here.”

But she didn’t respond. Her skin burned hotter than before. I needed to cool her body down, but had no idea how. That’s when I heard the faint sound of trickling water.

“I’ll be right back,” I murmured, pressing another kiss to her cheek before racing off through the trees in search of water. It didn’t take long to find it, and I nearly slipped and fell on the slick rocks. When I broke through the trees, I knew it wasn’t enough. The stream barely trickled over the rocks, but if I got my shirt wet, I could wrap it around her head to help bring her temperature down.

Tearing my shirt over my head, I soaked it in water, then ran back to her, wrapping the sleeves from the base of her skull to her forehead. There was nothing more I could do. I stared up at the moon, trying to orient myself once again. But in the thick tree coverage, I could barely make out anything. I was fucking lost again.

I pulled out my phone and tried to reach Patrick, but the signal wouldn’t go through. “Goddamnit!” I shouted, tossing the phone in a fit of anger. I shoved my fingers through my hair, unsure what to do for the first time in my life.

“Are you lost?”

My head jerked up at the voice and I instantly pulled my gun. A man in some kind of jungle attire stood not far from me, carrying a machete and a pack slung over his shoulder.

“Who are you?”

“I’m from the village. We are not far from here.”

I frowned, trying to remember any village nearby, but none came to mind. “There were no villages on the map.”

He chuckled under his breath. “The village would not show up on any map you have.”

“Why?”

“Because we are an ancient people, and we don’t like strangers invading our territory.”

I wanted to believe him, but something didn’t sit right with me. If he was lying, it could put Mercy in danger, but if he really was from around here, he could help me find my way out, saving Mercy’s life in the process.

He walked closer, his eyes locked on Mercy. I shifted in front of him, standing in the way. I wouldn’t let him near Mercy unless I was dead on the ground, and even then I’d put up a fight.

“She is not well.”

“No,” I confirmed. “I’m trying to get to an extraction point. It’s a clearing⁠—”

“Not far from here. The helicopter was here two days ago.”

“We got lost.”

“A terrible thing to happen in the jungle,” he said under his breath. “Come with me. I will show you the way.”

I hesitated as he turned away. I wanted to believe him, but if I was wrong, I might cost Mercy her life. But as I looked down at Mercy and watched her sweat through the rag I just placed around her head, I knew I didn’t have another choice.
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“There!” the man shouted, pointing into the distance.

He didn’t need to point out the helicopter. I could hear the blades whirring in the distance five minutes ago.

“Good luck to you.”

“You’re not coming?”

“This is where we part ways,” he said, bowing slightly.

“Chase!”

I spun around just in time to see Patrick running toward me before he was once again blocked by the trees.

“That’s my friend,” I said to the man who guided me, but when I turned back, he was gone. He said his village didn’t want strangers, so this must have been his way of keeping his anonymity. I couldn’t blame him for that.

Forgetting about the man, I raced through the trees, careful not to smack Mercy’s head on the branches. Patrick met us halfway, waving at me to hand Mercy over, but despite my exhaustion, I just couldn’t do it. I had to see this through for my own peace of mind.

He rolled his eyes at me and led me back to the helicopter, helping me to ease her inside. Once she was on the gurney, I strapped her in while Patrick slammed the door shut.

“Are we ready to do this?” an unfamiliar voice asked.

My gaze jerked to the front, but instead of Scottie, Max was sitting in the pilot’s seat. “What are you doing here?”

“Apparently, I’m flying this chopper. Not that I had a say in anything. It was either join the vomit comet or get sent to a prison in the Caribbean.”

Then Scottie’s head poked out from the co-pilot’s seat. If I thought he was pissed before when he was forced to fly, it was worse now that he was riding shotgun. “I have absolutely no purpose here other than to make sure this one isn’t drunk.”

I nodded and turned back to Mercy, focusing all my attention on her.

“How is she?” Patrick asked.

I pressed my hand to her forehead, shaking my head. “Burning up. Let’s get a line in her.”

“On it.”

Though none of us were medics, we all had basic medical training. I didn’t know what to give her to counteract the fever. Were there certain drugs she shouldn’t take as a heart transplant patient? An IV would have to do for now. I couldn’t risk making her worse.

A slight moan left her lips, so quiet I wouldn’t have heard it if I wasn’t listening for any sound she made. I bent over, resting my ear just over her lips.

“Mercy, I’m here.”

“Chase.” Her whisper was barely audible.

I jerked back, staring down at her. “Get me a cold pack,” I snapped at Patrick.

“Get a line in. Get a cold pack,” he grumbled, handing one over instantly. “Do the dishes, Cinderellie. You’d think I was your servant.”

I ignored him and pressed the cold pack to her forehead. She whimpered in relief and her eyes fluttered slightly. I gripped her hand in mine and waited for her to come around. It took several minutes, but she finally opened her eyes and looked at me.

For just a moment, she stared at me as if she didn’t recognize me. “Damn,” she muttered. “I half hoped I would wake up to Henry Cavill’s face.”

The joke caught me off guard and it took me a second to react. A smile broke out on my face and I bent down to press a kiss to her cheek. “That’s my girl.”

“Henry Cavill’s girl, but you’ll do.” Her eyes fluttered closed again, but she struggled to keep them open. “Where are we?”

“Flying to a hospital.”

I knew she was confused, but still too sick to understand what was going on. She tugged lightly on my hand and I bent down, leaning in close to hear her.

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome, Mercy.”

That was the last thing she said before she closed her eyes and passed out. I kept switching out the cold packs until we reached the hospital, ignoring the bickering of the two pilots. A medical team was already waiting for us on the roof with a gurney, and the moment they took over, I was shoved aside. I barely had the chance to tell them what happened or the fact that she had a heart transplant. They were gone, and I was left standing on the roof not knowing what to do.

Patrick clapped a hand on my shoulder and squeezed. “You stink. We should go get a shower.”

“You don’t need a shower,” I grumbled.

“No, but you do. You can’t see your girl smelling like that. She’ll run the other way.”

“I’m not leaving.”

“I didn’t say you should leave. I said you should take a shower. They have those in the hospital.”

I grunted and was about to head toward the doors when he slammed his hand against my chest. “You might want a change of clothes.” He tossed a pack at me, then nodded. “I’ll see you inside. Gotta make sure the pilots don’t kill each other.”

I nodded in thanks and headed for the doors, but once I was inside, I was completely lost. A shower was the logical next step, as Patrick pointed out, but all I could think about was Mercy and staying by her side.
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“Her fever is going down,” the doctor explained. “And we have her on antibiotics for the infection.”

“What about the heart transplant? Is she going to be okay?”

The doctor smiled at me reassuringly. “It’s still too soon to tell, but given how long she’s been on the immunosuppressants and how healthy she was before she caught the infection, we’re hopeful that she’ll be fine.”

I breathed a sigh of relief and shook the doctor’s hand. “Thank you. Can I see her?”

“In a little bit. The nurses are just getting her cleaned up.”

“Thank you,” I said again, relieved that we made it in time. I sank down on a chair and dipped my head into my hands. I’d never been so terrified as I was in those hours racing through the jungle, praying she didn’t die in my arms. And now she was safe.

“So, your lady love is gonna be fine,” Patrick said, walking over with a chocolate bar and a coke.

“She’s not my lady love,” I admitted, unsure what she actually was.

“Yeah, I saw the look on your face,” he grinned. “You like her.”

I more than liked her, but I couldn’t tell him that. And apparently, not saying anything was enough of an admission for him. His smile fell and he sank down beside me, shoving more of his chocolate bar in his mouth. “Holy shit,” he said around the candy bar. “You really do like her.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.”

“If you didn’t like her, you would have said so, but you didn’t. You really like her. Did you make a move?”

I scrubbed a hand down the back of my neck, remembering what it was like to be inside her.

“Fucking monkey balls. You slept with her.”

My head whipped up to meet his gaze, and the glare I sent his way was enough to make him howl in laughter. “Shut up.”

“You fucked her. You totally nailed that!”

“Would you keep your voice down?” I snapped.

But he didn’t stop laughing. “How was she?” he whispered after his laughter died down. “Good?”

I sighed, leaning back in my seat. “Best I’ve ever had,” I admitted.

He swallowed a huge gulp of his coke and sat back, totally baffled. “Wow. I mean…wow.”

“It’s not a big deal. It’s not like it can go anywhere.”

“Why not? You like her, she likes you. What wouldn’t work?”

I opened my mouth to answer, but now that I was sitting here with him, I couldn’t remember the reasons I told myself it wouldn’t work out.

“That’s so awesome. I’m happy for you, man.”

“Just hold on,” I said, hoping to slow down the cheery train. “It doesn’t mean anything will happen. She might wake up and tell me to fuck off.”

“Or she might wake up and tell you she’s in love with you. Think about it, falling in love on the run. Well, technically, you weren’t on the run. But lost in the jungle doesn’t hold the same appeal.”

“I wasn’t lost,” I grumbled.

“Yeah, because the rest of us got out okay. The sun was pointing you in the wrong direction is all.”

I grunted at his teasing.

“Don’t worry. I’m sure she won’t hold it against you.”

“There was heavy tree cover and we were running for our lives. I was more focused on getting us away from the gunfire.”

“Funny,” he grinned. “I don’t remember it being that difficult to get out. Then again, I was with a whiny baby. I wasn’t distracted by long legs and boobs.”

“That had nothing to do with—” I shoved a hand through my hair, refusing to discuss this with him. “I’m not doing this with you. You’re just baiting me.”

He clapped me on the shoulder, squeezing hard. “I’m happy for you, man. We all knew this day would come.”

I shrugged him off and stood, finally smelling myself. “I need a shower.”

“I think I told you that when we got off the chopper, but why would you listen to me?”

I glanced down the hallway, itching to get to her, but I didn’t want her to see me like this. I should smell nice.

“Go ahead. She’s not going anywhere.”

I grabbed my bag, ready to hit the showers when I heard a ruckus coming from just outside the waiting room doors. Nick strode in, looking supremely pissed off, as the guy who was with Mercy followed him.

“I need to see her!”

“We’re here,” Nick snapped. “Stop bitching.”

The guy hurried over to the nurse’s station, asking about Mercy. I tried to tamp down the jealousy burning inside me, but it flared hot as I watched him worrying over the woman I was falling for.

“I can’t believe you stuck me with that guy. He’s a fucking pain in the ass,” Nick grumbled.

“Hey, I had to rescue him. The least you could do was watch him for a while and give me a break,” Patrick retorted.

“He wouldn’t stop bitching about anything. He complained about the sheets and the water pressure in the bathroom. And then they didn’t have his favorite kind of yogurt,” Nick said. “I’ve never heard one man complain about so many things.”

I watched as the man talked very animatedly to the nurse. He must be a very good friend to be so concerned. “He’s a doctor?”

“Yeah,” Nick snorted.

“What’s his relationship with Mercy?”

Nick turned to me, his eyes narrowing on me. “Oh, he’s in love with her.”

“He is?”

“Yes, he told me right after I brushed his hair and painted his nails.”

I rolled my eyes at his sarcasm. “It was a serious question.”

“One that didn’t require a serious answer,” he retorted. “I was there to watch him, not gab about his feelings for Mercy. Why do you care anyway?”

“I don’t,” I answered a little too quickly.

But Patrick never wasted a chance. “He likes Mercy. He’s in love with her,” he said in a sing-song voice.

“I’m not in love with her. I barely know her.”

“He made magical love to her,” Patrick continued, grinning the whole time.

“You slept with a client?” Nick asked, his eyes boring into me.

“Like no one else has done something like that,” I snapped. “Besides, they were special circumstances.”

“Right,” Patrick grinned. “Like your dick wanted her and she was there.”

“Do you have to be so crass about everything? She’s a person.”

“And I would never say anything in front of her,” he chuckled. “But you’re fair game.”

“Jesus, I need new friends,” I muttered under my breath.

“Technically, we’re not friends,” Nick said casually. “I just started working with you. I don’t know you well enough to call you a friend.”

“Wow, that’s so heartwarming,” I deadpanned. “I think I’ll leave before the waterworks start.”

I turned and headed down the hall with my bag. The nurse directed me to where I could shower. I hoped that offer was still valid and I wasn’t intruding on anyone. Thankfully, when I opened the door to the locker room, it was blissfully empty.

I quickly shucked my clothes and stepped into the shower, letting the warm water wash over my dirty skin. Memories of seeing Mercy naked in the stream flashed through my mind. I couldn’t keep thinking about her like that. I didn’t even know what would happen from here.

Snatching the bar of soap from my kit, I scrubbed furiously at my body, trying to wash away the best memories of my life. I needed to get my head on straight and remember this was a job. Until I talked with Mercy, I had to play it cool.

I spun around at the sound of Patrick crooning outside the shower. “No, I don’t wanna fall in love.”

I stepped into the opening and whipped the bar of soap at him, hitting him on the head. He dropped like a sack of potatoes and I went back to my shower.
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MERCY


I felt ten times better when I woke up in the morning. It was still early, but the nurse had just been in, waking me from the most peaceful sleep I’d had in weeks. Other than when I slept next to Chase, but I didn’t count that since we weren’t actually sleeping in a bed.

“Mercy? Oh, thank God!” Elijah said, grabbing my hand. He was sitting in the chair by the bed, looking a little too clean and put together.

Disappointment lanced through me the moment I saw him. For some reason, I hoped that Chase would be here when I woke up. But that was silly. He was just there to rescue me. So what if we had mind-blowing sex? That didn’t mean he owed me anything. Still…I couldn’t help but wish I could see him again.

“I was so worried about you. When you weren’t on the helicopter out of there and they said we had to leave, I worried I’d never see you again.”

“I’m fine,” I said, forcing a smile onto my face.

“You’re not fine. You could have died out there.”

“But I didn’t.”

“No thanks to that brute you were with. What was he thinking, putting a dirty, wet towel around your head?”

I frowned, not understanding what he was talking about.

He rolled his eyes, sighing heavily. “The idiot thought it would be a good idea to put a wet towel around your head to cool you down. Never mind the fact that it was filled with bacteria—” He stopped talking, shaking his head. “It doesn’t matter now. You’re okay.”

“I’m okay because of him,” I said, forcing it out through dry lips.

He hurried over to the table and grabbed some water for me. “He could have killed you.”

“But he didn’t,” I retorted. “He saved my life. It was a good idea.”

Elijah scoffed at that. “Sure, if you didn’t have a heart transplant and weren’t off your immunosuppressants.”

“Elijah,” I chastised. “Let it go. He did what he could, and he got me out of there.”

“You shouldn’t have been lost to begin with. What’s the point in sending in a rescue team when they can’t rescue you?”

God, he was so full of shit. “Have you saved every life of every patient you’ve ever had?”

“That’s different.”

“In what way?”

“You like him,” Elijah said accusingly. “That barbarian?”

“Oh, come on,” I huffed out a laugh, taking another sip of my water. “Don’t be jealous.”

“I never said I was.”

“You’re acting like it.”

“Because he nearly got you killed.”

“No,” I corrected. “I nearly got myself killed by coming to the jungle when I should have heeded the doctor’s warnings and stayed home. That would have been the smart thing to do.”

“Well, as soon as you’re discharged, we’ll head back home and get you healthy. Then we can pick up where we left off—furthering our careers like we always planned.”

“But don’t you want more?”

“You mean, after this experience?” he laughed. “No, I’m perfectly fine going back to my simple life of saving lives. That’s what’s best for both of us. It was always our plan.”

“But…it’s so…”

“Safe? Yes, and after your heart nearly gave out, that’s precisely what you need. No more adventures for you, Mercy. I think you’ve had enough for a lifetime.”

What he was saying was rational, but not at all what I wanted. I didn’t want to play things safe. I wanted to go back to the way I felt after my heart transplant, where the world was full of possibilities and I couldn’t walk down the street without thinking of ten new things I wanted to try. I’d fallen into a rut of being focused only on my career, and then one day I woke up and realized that being a doctor was the only thing I’d ever do if I didn’t get out and try something new. It’s why I came to the jungle in the first place.

“I already called your parents. They were relieved to hear that the protection agency found you. Although, I had a few choice words about how that buffoon got lost out there and nearly got you killed. By this time tomorrow, he won’t have a job.”

“Elijah!”

“I’m sorry, Mercy, but he screwed up. He didn’t keep you safe.”

“That’s not what happened at all.”

“He should have pushed harder to get you home,” Elijah argued.

“And maybe he would have had I told him that I was sick. You can’t go around ruining other people’s lives!”

He rolled his eyes at me like I was being dramatic. “You’re still caught in the savior phase. Once we get home, you’ll realize how much he messed up.”

“Elijah—”

“And your parents said they’re going to stay with you until they’re sure you’re better.”

“You didn’t,” I snapped.

He looked shocked that I was so upset. “Mercy, they’re your parents and they love you. They spent a ton of money to get us back. It won’t kill you to spend a little time with them. Show them you’re grateful for all they did, even if your bodyguard did screw it up,” he muttered under his breath.

“You need to back off,” I snapped, pissed that he was not only continually judging Chase, but also got my parents involved, no doubt telling them how much I needed them around. Elijah was great at interfering, which he’d done on multiple occasions, but never so much as this time.

“Mercy—”

“The man carried me through the jungle on his back. I didn’t see you doing that.”

He looked stricken at how I was defending Chase, and it wasn’t just because I slept with him. The man kept me alive even before he knew I was sick. He killed a freaking jaguar when it was about to eat me.

Elijah sighed, taking my hand in his. “Mercy, I didn’t mean to upset you. I just…it scared me. You were out there and I couldn’t save you. Not to mention the two weeks before when we were held captive. There was nothing I could do for you,” he repeated. “I’m supposed to be the man you can rely on.”

I knew he was sincere in his words, but that didn’t make his comments any better. “I just need you to back off, okay?”

He brushed his hand down my cheek in what was supposed to be a loving gesture, but all I could feel was how different his touch was from Chase’s. “Anything for you, Mercy. Get some rest. I’ll be back to see you later, okay?” I nodded, but he continued. “I’m going to talk with the doctor and check your chart with him. Don’t worry, I won’t let anyone make a mistake.”

He bent down and pressed a kiss to my lips, lingering a little too long. It felt wrong. After being with Chase, I didn’t want Elijah kissing me or touching me in any way. There was only one man I wanted by my side, and unfortunately, he wasn’t here when I woke up.

“I’ll be back.”

I smiled, trying to pretend that I couldn’t wait for him to return. When he left the room, I sighed in relief and prayed he wouldn’t be back anytime soon.
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I stood in the doorway, watching as she kissed him. And not just any kiss—a heated kiss. Not anything like we shared, but it definitely wasn’t a friendly kiss. They were together.

I stepped back and let the door close, leaning against the wall. Maybe it was a mistake. Maybe…maybe they kissed like that all the time. It happened, right? People had friendly kisses they shared and…

Crap, there was no good way to explain that. I didn’t kiss any of my friends on the lips, and even if I did, it wouldn’t go on for five Mississippis. The door opened and Elijah walked out, stopping when he saw me.

“You shouldn’t be here.”

“I just wanted to see how she is.”

His jaw clenched angrily as he looked at me. “Better, no thanks to you.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “I got her out of there and to safety.”

“And you could have killed her. What were you thinking, putting a rag soaked in bacteria-infested water? She was already sick, and then you introduced more germs to her body.”

“I wrapped a wet rag around her head to cool her down.”

He huffed out a laugh. “Do you know why bacteria flourishes in the jungle?”

I was about to kick this guy’s ass.

“Because it’s humid, which is bad for a person who’s already immunocompromised. You could have killed her.”

“I weighed the pros and cons,” I hissed. “Bringing her temperature down was the most important thing. And she’s fine.”

“But she might not have been. Do you really think you’re what she needs in her life? I know how to take care of her. I would have made sure she was safe.”

“But you weren’t there.”

“No, but I’m here now. She doesn’t want to admit how badly things could have gone, but when we get back home and she returns to her life, she’ll realize that although her run through the jungle with you might have been fun, it could have cost her her life. So, thank you for your services, but let someone who knows what he’s doing take over from here.”

He clapped me on the arm and strode away with a smug look on his face. I wanted to call him back and tell him he was an ass, that I could protect her. But that wasn’t true. He was right, I could have gotten her killed. I didn’t know anything about her heart condition or how to help her. I didn’t even know what drugs to give her when we got in the chopper.

“Hey,” Patrick said, walking down the hall with a bag of Funyuns and coke. “Did you see her?”

“No, not yet.”

“What are you waiting for?”

I grimaced as he tossed a Funyun in his mouth. “Why are you eating those?”

He looked at the bag and shrugged. “I guess Fox got me hooked on them. So, are you going in?”

I glanced back at the door and shook my head. “I don’t think so.”

“Why not? I thought you were all googly over this woman. Now you’re walking away?”

“She’s with the prick,” I said, jerking my head at Elijah, who just walked around the corner.

“And you’re letting her go just like that? Why?”

“Because…I could have gotten her killed,” I admitted, knowing Elijah was right.

“Uh…she was in the jungle voluntarily. I’m pretty sure that could have happened to anyone.”

“But it’s my fault she got so sick.”

“Right,” he nodded. “I get it. You had total control over her immune system. I can see it now, no one will hire you for a job because you couldn’t keep bacteria away from her. Makes sense.”

“You know what I mean,” I growled in frustration. “He’s a doctor. He knows how to take care of her.”

“That doesn’t mean she wants him.”

I snorted in derision. “You should have seen the kiss. She clearly has feelings for him.”

“Oh,” his eyebrows shot up. “Well, if we’re basing feelings off a kiss, then you really don’t stand a chance. Walk away now, my friend.”

“That’s what I was thinking,” I said, my brows pulling in consternation.

He slapped me upside the head. “Are you fucking kidding? I was being sarcastic. Just go talk to her.”

He strode away, still munching on those damn Funyuns. I hesitated, not sure I should take his advice, but if I left without saying anything to her, that was just cruel. I had to at least see her one last time with my own eyes and know that she was fine.

Pushing the door open, I walked inside before I could change my mind. Mercy laid there with her eyes closed, and for just a second I thought of taking the coward’s way out. But then her eyes opened and she smiled at me, and I knew I couldn’t walk away without saying goodbye.

I smiled as I walked further into the room. “Hey, you’re awake.”

“Yeah, I’m getting there,” she said, struggling to sit upright in bed.

If she was hoping to make me feel better, she did the opposite. Guilt stabbed me right in the gut, reminding me that I nearly hadn’t gotten her here in time. “How are you feeling?”

“Much better. No permanent damage,” she grinned. “Maybe when I’m feeling better, we can do that again. I still don’t know what it’s like to eat a lizard fried over an open fire.”

“Yeah,” I tried to laugh, but it fell short. All I could think about was how I had to leave her. “Maybe we can plan another trip in a year or so.”

Her face fell slightly, but she tried to remain cheery. “I could give you my number.”

I glanced at the ground, shoving my toe against nothing at all just for something to do. “Yeah, I have to get back.”

“When do you leave?”

“Soon,” I said, finally looking up at her again. “Duty calls.”

“Right, more damsels in distress to rescue. I hope you don’t share your protein bars with all of them.”

It occurred to me that she might be talking about sex, but that might have been wishful thinking. Yeah, I would share protein bars with a client. But what happened between us…that was special.

“My protein bars are only yours,” I answered, feeling a lump form in my throat. Damn, I had to get out of here. I couldn’t do this. “Anyway, I ran into Elijah in the hall. He said you’re all set for getting back on your meds. That’s good.”

“Chase—”

“I’m sorry I didn’t get you here sooner,” I finally admitted, feeling warm all over. I was burning up and it had nothing to do with the temperature or any infection I might have picked up from her. No, this was the burning guilt that wouldn’t let me go. If I hadn’t been so stupid and gotten us lost, she might have never been in this situation.

“You got me here when you could. Without you, I would have died out there.”

“Without me, you probably would have gotten to the chopper immediately. My boss informed me that he’s going to stitch a compass into all my clothes,” I joked. “Anyway, I have to catch a flight home. Your parents are flying in soon, and I know they’re eager to see you.”

I walked forward when she didn’t say anything and held out my hand. “It was nice to meet you, Mercy.”

Her eyes flicked to my hand. Slowly, she held out her own. “You too.”

The awkwardness was too much to take. I turned on my heel and walked out of the room without another word to her. I would get over this, even if it killed me. This was why we weren’t supposed to get involved with clients. It clouded our judgment and fucked with our heads. It wouldn’t be long before she forgot about me, so it was best I do the same.
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I tried my best to hold back the tears as Chase left my room. I wasn’t normally a crier, but I’d been through a lot over the last two weeks, and Chase had been the bright spot in my day. There was something about Chase that made me feel alive again. He wasn’t like anyone else I’d ever met. It wasn’t just his ruggedly handsome good looks that had me swooning, though. He was kind, but fierce, knowing just when I needed a little laughter in my life.

“I will not cry over a man,” I chastised myself. “It wasn’t like he promised to stay with you, or even have a relationship with you.”

Besides, I’d practically thrown myself at him. What was I expecting? At the time, all I could think about was how much I wanted him. I never considered how much it would hurt when he walked out the door.

I quickly swiped the moisture from my face and refused to cry another drop. Whether he was here or not really didn’t matter in the scheme of things. He had a life completely different from mine. What were the chances it would work between us anyway?

I barely pulled myself together as the door swung open and Elijah marched through with two paper cups, both of them steaming.

“Hey, I talked to the nurse and she said some hot tea would be fine. There’s no honey in it, but I figured it was better than nothing.”

I smiled gratefully as I took the cup from him, but inside I was disgusted. I hated tea, and it was even worse when there was nothing to sweeten it with. But as a child, my parents insisted that herbal tea was good for me, so I ingested it every day even though it made me want to puke.

“Thank you.”

He made a point of looking around the room. “So, the bodyguard is gone?”

I hated when Elijah acted like this. “You know he’s gone.”

“Good. He wasn’t good⁠—”

“Elijah, can we not do this right now? I know how you feel about him, but the man saved my life. He’s gone, so let’s drop it.”

“Fine. Your parents should be here any minute. I’ve already talked with the doctors about your discharge papers. I know you’ll want to be out of here as soon as possible.”

“They only just started me on my meds,” I said incredulously.

“Don’t worry. Your parents have taken care of everything. Now, when we get home, you’ll go immediately to your cardiologist. I already called him and made sure he prioritized you.”

“Elijah, there are actual sick people that need to see him more than I do,” I chastised.

“Mercy, you were running through a jungle for weeks. Don’t argue with me on this.”

I sighed and closed my eyes, pretending to be tired so I could get some relief from Elijah’s ramblings, but that didn’t stop him. I nodded along as he told me all the plans he made while I was unconscious. If it were up to him, I would be sleeping for the next two weeks while I recovered from my ordeal. But there was no way I was staying in bed, especially not if he thought he’d be staying by my side.

After being with Chase, there was no way I could sleep with Elijah. Not just because it would be wrong, but because there was a level of passion I experienced with Chase that I knew I would never feel with another man as long as I lived. He brought out something in me that had been hidden all these years. With Elijah, everything was just bland in comparison.

“Mercy, are you listening to me?”

“Sorry,” I murmured, glancing over at Elijah. “I guess I’m just tired.”

With a worried frown, he pressed his hand to my forehead. “Your fever is almost gone. I’ll get the doctor and have him check you over.”

I would have argued with him, but the fact that he was leaving was a relief. I closed my eyes again and tried not to think about Chase, but his face invaded my thoughts no matter how much I tried to push him away.

“Mercy!”

I groaned internally hearing my mother’s voice. It was bad enough that I had Elijah hovering over me, but now my parents were here. I tried to prepare myself mentally for their arrival, but nothing could truly set my mind at ease knowing Art and Jennifer Monroe would be invading my space.

“My God, you look terrible,” my father said, hurrying to my side.

“Art, don’t say that. No woman wants to hear they look terrible.”

“But she does. What were you thinking? You know you can’t take risks like that!”

“She can’t refuse to live life either,” my mother argued on my behalf.

“And look where that got her. She’s in the hospital. She could have died.”

“Do you think I don’t know that? I was there every step of the way while you were working. I know what this could have cost her!”

“Then you should have stopped her from going!” my father shouted.

“Enough!” I yelled. I could feel my blood pressure rising every minute they were in the room. They could never agree on anything, not even when it came to me. They might be the best doctors I knew, but they were gigantic pains in the ass.

“It was my choice to go,” I said calmly, drawing their attention to me instead of on each other. “I knew what the risks were when I decided to go.”

“And you didn’t think of us,” my father grumbled. “I was against this from the start.”

“I know you were, but this is about me. I can’t hide from life. It’s been years since the transplant.”

“And that heart will only last as long as you take care of it,” my father chastised.

My mother shot him a quelling look, moving to my side and picking up my hand. “You have to let her live her life. What’s the point in the heart transplant if she goes through the rest of her life walking on eggshells?”

My mother was a romantic at heart like me. When I was sick, she would take me out to do things my father never would, though she put up a good front for him. That didn’t mean she didn’t worry about me. She just understood where I was coming from.

“Besides, once we get home, she’ll stay with us until she gets the all clear from the doctor.”

I groaned internally at the thought of spending a week with my parents. Hovering was a skill they perfected a long time ago, and since I moved out and went to college, I’d been blessed with peace in my life. That was all about to change.

“Fine,” my father relented, shoving his fingers through his hair in frustration. “Just promise me, no more adventures. My heart can’t take it.”

My mind immediately drifted to Chase and how he walked out of my life. Grudgingly, I admitted to myself and my parents that there would be no more adventures.
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Breathing hard, I walked into the locker room and stripped out of my workout clothes. I was pushing myself harder, punishing myself for falling for a client. I couldn’t afford to make that mistake again. It fucked with my head on the job, and was torturing me now.

Several times, I went home and swore I saw her sitting in my armchair, reading a medical journal. Of course, it was all in my head. The moment I called out her name, she vanished right in front of me. Wishful thinking on my part. If anyone saw me talking to someone who wasn’t there, they’d send me in to have my head shrunk. That or they’d mock me for weeks on end.

I turned on the water in the shower and rested my head against the green tile wall. It would be just as easy to head home and get cleaned up there, but my muscles were burning from how hard I ran, trying to force Mercy from my head. It hadn’t worked, so I ran another five miles. I was so exhausted now, I needed a soak in the hot tub to ease the pains in my thighs before I attempted to leave the building.

“Rough day?” Nick asked as he stepped into the shower beside me, turning on the water.

I grunted in response, keeping my eyes closed.

“Any reason you’re pushing yourself so hard?”

“You mean, other than the fact that it’s a training center?”

“I never pushed myself as hard in the military as you did today, and I’m a SEAL.”

“Yeah, I believe that,” I deadpanned.

“Seriously, it’s like you’re punishing yourself out there.”

I finally pushed off the wall and grabbed my soap, working it over my body. Christ, I stunk. “Call it punishment for being an idiot.”

I heard his laugh right before he ducked his head under the water, coming out shaking his head and spraying water everywhere. “Are you still going on about that? So you got lost in the jungle? It could happen to anyone.”

“But it didn’t happen to anyone. Patrick made it out fine.”

“Patrick is lucky as hell. Anyone could have gotten lost out there. Besides, he had that asshole Elijah with him. He was very motivated to get rid of him. I would know. He shoved him off on me as soon as he got to the chopper.”

I laughed at that. It sounded like something Patrick would do. “You’ll get used to him.”

“I didn’t want to be here to begin with,” he muttered. “If it weren’t for Fox, I’d still be at the police department.”

“But then you’d be working their hours,” I grinned.

“I was content there. Now I’m around Fox all the time. He won’t leave me the fuck alone.”

I hadn’t seen him hanging around a lot. “He’s off on his meditation retreat right now.”

Nick slid a glare my way. “You mean the one he’s holding on level 4? Yeah, that’s so far away.”

“So, don’t see him.”

“Kind of hard when he shows up in the middle of the night.”

I turned to face him, intrigued now by his attitude toward a man who he served with. “I thought you two were good friends?”

“Fox is…bad for me.”

“In what way?”

He was silent for a minute, then his eyes met mine. Only the man staring at me now had a darkness to him I hadn’t seen before. It was actually kind of creepy. “I’m not myself when I’m around him. I got away for a reason, but now that I’m back⁠—”

Before he could finish his thought, Patrick burst into the showers fully dressed, hiding behind the wall, pressing his finger to his lips for us to be quiet. I quirked an eyebrow at Nick, then went back to washing myself. However, the silence didn’t last long.

“Patrick,” Fox called out in a sing-song voice. “I know that you’re in there, and that you’re all alone.”

“Isn’t that from Home Alone?” I asked Nick.

Patrick punched me in the leg, sending a shock of pain through my thigh. I narrowed my eyes at him, then let him have it. “Patrick, how many times have I told you, I don’t swing that way,” I shouted. “Get off me before I tell Cash.”

Fox jumped out with an ah-ha! Laughing, he pulled Patrick soaking wet out of the shower. “Man, you almost missed the most important part of our session!”

“What session?” I asked, not really interested, but it would give me something to mock Patrick for later.

“Oh, I was teaching him some deep breathing techniques.”

I liked where this was going. “Yeah, that’ll come in handy when you’re going down on a woman.”

Fox shook his head at me. “It’s to become one with your inner self. Meditation is no joke. Think of all the people who can be helped with a little spiritual intervention.”

“Sure,” I chuckled. “If you believe in that sort of thing.”

“I could help you,” Fox said eagerly, stepping forward and getting wet. He didn’t even seem to care that he was standing in the shower fully clothed with two naked men.

“I don’t need help, and I don’t believe in meditation. However, I believe this guy,” I said, grabbing Nick around the neck and dragging him closer, “is definitely interested.”

“Don’t touch me when I’m naked,” Nick snapped, flinging my arm from around his neck.

Fox ignored his irritation. “Oh, Nick needs it just as much as I do. Remember that time in the desert with the woman?”

“I’m not interested,” Nick bit out.

Fox’s eyebrows pulled down as he stepped closer. “I feel this dark energy swirling around you. I think you could greatly benefit from a cleansing.”

“What happened in the desert?”

“Yeah, and what woman?” Patrick asked, just as intrigued as me.

“Fox, let it go,” Nick snapped.

“You know you need this just as much as me. Maybe more.”

“In what way?” I asked curiously.

“Nick has a little secret,” Fox grinned. “While I let my freak flag fly, Nick likes to keep it all bottled up inside. Isn’t that right? It’s what we bonded over.”

In an instant, Nick was in Fox’s face, shoving him up against the tile wall. “Shut your fucking mouth.”

Fox slapped him on the back, laughing hysterically. “It’s so funny. We used to be so similar. Well, until I found my peace. Now…” He took a deep breath in through his nose, closed his eyes, and let it out. “Nothing can get to me. I’m untouchable.” Then his peaceful look fell and he stared at Nick with his usual unflinching gaze. “You know you need this before the demons take over.”

He turned to me with a huge grin and slapped me on the shoulder. “Well, I’m off to my session. Patrick, let’s leave these men to the delights of their shower.”

“But I⁠—”

“No time to waste! The herbal tea will be cold if we don’t get back soon!”

Patrick grumbled as he followed Fox with a heavy sigh. As for the new information on our most recent teammate, well, that was for him to reveal in his own time. And based on the glare he was shooting me, he was telling jack shit anytime soon.

I turned back to the shower and rinsed my hair under the warm spray. “So, drinks tonight?”

“Why? Because we’re naked in the shower together?”

“Um…” I glanced at him out of the corner of my eye, wondering what he hoped I would say. “Not really, man. Just wanted a drink.”

“Relax. I’m just fucking with you.”

He chuckled, shutting off the water as he grabbed a towel, drying off his hair. “Why not? It’s not like I have anyone waiting at home for me. Maybe I’ll find someone to take home.”

“Got anyone in mind?”

He stopped and quirked an eye at me. “Yeah, beautiful and willing to spread her legs. Any other questions?”

I shook my head and waited for him to leave before killing the water overhead and grabbing my own towel. Once I was dressed, I headed out to my truck and drove over to the bar. I assumed Nick would meet me there, and when I arrived, I was a little surprised to find him in the parking lot with a woman, but it looked like they were having an argument. However, the moment he saw me, he stepped back and shoved his hands in his pockets, allowing the woman to drive off.

“What was that?” I asked as I walked up to him.

“Nothing. Just making sure she wasn’t drinking and driving,” he muttered, stomping off to the bar.

Somehow, I didn’t believe him, but he clearly didn’t want to discuss it. I headed over to the bar and took a seat on a stool, waving to the bartender. There was a new guy tonight, and he didn’t recognize me or know what my regular was, which kind of pissed me off even though it was illogical.

“What’ll it be?”

“Bourbon.”

“And you?” he asked as Nick sat down.

“Whatever he’s having. And he’s paying.”

“Of course I am,” I grumbled. “You’re just as bad as Patrick.”

“I’m the new guy on the team. Show me some love.”

“I think it’s the other way around.”

He took his drink as the bartender slid it across the bar and rotated on his stool, slowly checking out who was here tonight. I’d looked as I walked in and there wasn’t a single woman that enticed me. No surprise there.

“What about her?” he asked, jerking his head into the corner.

I glanced over my shoulder and grimaced. “Candy?”

He shrugged. “She’s easy. You know she’ll put out.”

“And she’s already making her way through OPS. No thanks.”

“Two men doesn’t count as making her way through. Besides, she must be good to keep Duke on the hook as long as he did.”

“Still not interested.”

“Yeah, I get the feeling it’s gonna be that way for the foreseeable future. That chick really fucked you up.”

I took my drink and slung it back, not answering his non-question.

“Hey, Lock is in the corner with some guys. Let’s go.”

I grabbed his jacket and stopped him before he could make a fatal error. “Don’t do it.”

“Drink with our teammates? Do you have something against them?”

“No, but trust me on this one. It’s for the best.”

His eyes roamed back to the table, then to me. “Is it because of the women at the table?”

“Look, it’s a big ordeal. I’m telling you, don’t do it.”

He rolled his eyes and jerked his arm out of my grasp. Groaning, I figured I might as well watch the show.

“Hey, scoot over, Scottie,” he said, tapping him on the shoulder.

Scottie frowned at Nick, shaking his head. “Are you serious?”

“You can’t scoot over? What the fuck is wrong with you?”

At that, Scottie shoved back his chair and stood. “Seriously? What’s wrong with you?”

Nick, not understanding, turned to me. “What the fuck is his problem?”

I shrugged. “I told you not to come over here.”

“I asked him to scoot, not sit on the fucking floor.”

Lock, ever the peacemaker, stood with his hands outstretched to calm the growing tension in the room. “Alright, let’s just calm down. We can work this out.”

“Work what out?” Nick snapped. “I’ve got a chair. All I need is space. It’s one fucking spot.”

“One—” Lock’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. “And I suppose you want a spot for Chase too.”

“Well, he does work with us,” Nick scoffed.

Lock sighed and pulled out his notepad from his back pocket. “Alright, if you insist. Now, with twelve of us at the table and two additions, that means we all need to shift approximately three inches.”

“Don’t forget that one chair doesn’t move,” Edu cut in.

“Right, so that makes it five inches we all need to scoot.”

I winced as Nick rolled his eyes. “Gee, that was a lot of work,” he said, shoving his chair at the table. He was about to sit down when Lock panicked and held out his hand.

“Whoa,” he chuckled. “We’re not done.”

“What are you talking about? We made space.”

Lock shot me a nasty look. “Why did you bring him?”

“I told him not to come over here.”

“Well, next time do a better job,” he snapped, then ran his fingers through his long hair. “Alright, now…we have four single men and five couples. It would make sense to have Scottie switch places with Quinn so he can talk with the newbies.”

“Now, hold on a minute,” Quinn scoffed. “If you make me switch with him, I’ll be right next to Juliette.”

Lock crossed his arms, already pissed at her. “And you have a problem with my wife?”

“No, but if you put us next to each other, that leaves Jane all alone.”

That didn’t make sense. “She has Bree and Sarah to talk to.”

“Yes, but Sarah and Bree are at the other end of the table, which means Bree would constantly be turning her head to talk to both of them. In the end, since Sarah is on the end, Jane would get left out since she’s in the middle of the table,” Quinn explained.

Nick’s eyebrow twitched as he listened to the explanation. “What’s going on?”

“I told you not to come over here.”

An argument broke out around the table as Lock started drawing diagrams, trying to figure out how to position everyone so it worked out to add two more people to the table. I watched in amusement, trying not to laugh at how serious this was becoming.

“So, you still want to join the table?”

“Christ, I thought I was depressed about my life. Let’s go to the bar.”

“Sounds good.”

We turned and walked away, not bothering to interrupt the arguing. It wouldn’t matter anyway. They wouldn’t realize we were gone until the new seating arrangements had been figured out.
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The whole house was plunged in darkness when I walked through the door later that night. My attempt at clearing my mind didn’t work. A few drinks could erase anyone from my head, but in the end, not even that worked. Walking into my empty house only made it worse.

I stumbled over to the table and dropped my keys in the dish with a clang. I wasn’t drunk, but this headache was killing me. Bourbon didn’t agree with me tonight. I nearly headed right upstairs, but something in the living room caught my eye. I kept walking past the doorway, headed for the kitchen as I pulled my gun.

Creeping around the corner, I held my gun to the back of the intruder’s head. “What the fuck are you doing in my house?”

The light flicked on next to the chair and my jaw dropped. I walked around the chair just to be sure I wasn’t seeing things. “Asher? What the fuck are you doing here?”

“I take it you’re not happy to see me.”

I was too stunned to come up with a good answer. “Most people call first.”

He sat slumped in my chair wearing jeans and a t-shirt. His boots were worn, not at all like what he used to wear to work, and the beard he was sporting showed just how long it had been since he actually cared about his appearance. But it was the haunted look in his eyes that killed me. I hoped with time it would get better. Instead, he looked worse than before.

I walked across the room and grabbed a bottle of whiskey and two glasses, pouring a generous amount in both. After handing one off to him, I sat across from him on the couch. “So, to what do I owe the pleasure?”

“I could ask you the same.”

“You’re in my house,” I said slowly.

He swirled the amber liquid around the glass, watching it carefully. “You haven’t checked in for a while. I was getting worried.”

“Well, that happens when you disappear. How exactly did you expect me to find you?”

“You have your ways.”

I took a long drink and stayed silent. For all the months I had worried about him, there were an equal number where I hated him for making me worry. After that stunt where he tried to kill himself, I scoured articles online, looking for anyone who fit his description in the obituaries. Nothing had turned up, and after a while, I had to force myself to stop looking.

“So, what do you want to know?” he asked.

“Why are you asking me? You’re the one who showed up here.”

“I figured you have questions.”

“About why you disappeared or why you tried to kill yourself in front of us?”

“You already know the answer to that. You were there. You saw what I went through.”

“Yeah, and you should have realized what you were doing to us that night. You didn’t stop to think about how your death would have affected us.”

“You seem to be doing fine on your own. I’m not sure it would have bothered you that much.”

“Is that really what you think of us? That we just moved on with life and forgot about you?”

“You haven’t looked for me lately.”

“You don’t know that.”

He huffed out a laugh. “Trust me, I know.”

Angered, I swallowed my drink and slammed the glass on the table. “What do you want?”

“Just checking in. I figured if I let you know I was alive, you would stop beating yourself up about Mercy.”

That gave me pause. “How do you know about Mercy?”

“I have my ways.”

“That’s it?” I huffed. “Some cryptic message from you is all I get? What the fuck do you want?”

“I want you to be better than me. Get the help you need.”

“I don’t need any fucking help.”

“Right, because you haven’t been fucked up. I know you.”

“Obviously not or you wouldn’t have left,” I snapped.

“It wasn’t about you. It was about doing what was right for me.”

“Yeah, that’s what everyone says. It’s always about them.”

“Isn’t that basically what you did with Mercy? You walked out on her because you couldn’t handle what happened. You walked away for you, not her.”

“Bullshit,” I spat.

“If it was bullshit, you wouldn’t be killing yourself over what happened and letting that asshole talk you into walking away from her. You had something with her.”

“Again, how do you fucking know?” I snapped, jumping to my feet. “Are you spying on me or something?”

He shook his head, setting down the glass as he stood. “We’ve been together for a while. You never could hide things from me.”

I wasn’t going to stand here and listen to this crap any longer. I was half drunk and not in the mood for this bullshit. “You know what? I’m going to bed. Unlike you, I still have a job to go to in the morning. Sleep on the couch. If you’re still here in the morning, maybe you’ll consider coming back to work.”

And with that, I stomped upstairs and shoved Asher from my mind. When I came down in the morning, his glass of whiskey still sat on the table, but he was nowhere to be seen.
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MERCY


I ran past the bus stop, shouting for Charlie to stop. This was our regular routine—me running late and Charlie teasing me by slowly pulling away. The doors opened as he shot me a taunting smile.

“I nearly made it today,” I huffed out an exhausted breath as I got onto the bus.

“You nearly make it every day,” he chuckled. I leaned down and pressed a kiss to Charlie’s crinkly old face. He was the sweetest man, but only to me.

I sat behind him as he pulled the doors closed and continued on the route. “Thanks for letting me on.”

“I would never leave you out there.”

“Sure you would,” I laughed.

“You’re looking better,” he said, eyeing me in the mirror.

“Don’t start,” I said, holding back a smile.

Charlie liked to act like the grandfather I never had, always keeping tabs on me. When I returned from the jungle three weeks ago, the first words out of his mouth were that I looked like shit. Since then, he continued to tell me what he thought.

“Did your parents leave yet?”

“Yesterday. They’re off on another mission, leaving me blissfully alone.”

“And the doctor friend?”

Elijah. Yes, Charlie met him one time and wasn’t impressed. Then again, Elijah acted like getting on the bus was the most horrible thing in the world. But I liked it. I didn’t have to fight traffic on the way home from work when I was already exhausted, and I could read on the way to and from work, clearing my mind from the realities around me.

“Don’t worry, Charlie. You can be certain Elijah will never ride the bus again.”

“Is he still hanging around?”

“He’s a doctor at the same hospital.”

“That didn’t answer my question,” he laughed.

“It wasn’t meant to.”

“Alright, alright. Tell an old man to butt out.”

“If I did that, it wouldn’t make any difference.”

He grinned at me. “You’re probably right.”

I pulled out my book like I always did and Charlie went back to driving and listening to whatever game was playing on the radio. I tuned it out for the rest of the route and lost myself in a world of gods and demons. I was so engrossed that I nearly missed my stop.

Waving to Charlie, I hopped off and headed up to my apartment. It was in the historic district, where the architecture still had beauty and the insides were outdated. But I loved it with all my heart. With so much cold steel around me every day at the hospital, I liked to come home and feel like I was in another world. It was yet another thing Elijah didn’t like—and another reason we didn’t work out.

Not that I was ever expecting to have anything but a fling with him. When we returned, I broke things off with him. He had a few choice words for me, which I promptly ignored.

I grabbed my mail out of the old, gold mailboxes, then headed up the stairs to my apartment on the seventh floor. Waving to Mrs. Randle across the hall as she was chasing her cat back into her apartment, I unlocked my door and walked inside, smiling at the cozy feel of the early 1900s architecture. With built-in bookcases and thick, wood molding, I was one of the few to snag these luxurious apartments. Getting into the building was difficult, only because tenants refused to move out once they saw the inside.

I flicked off my shoes and walked directly to the built-in bar, pulling out a bottle of red. I wasn’t supposed to drink a lot of alcohol, but once a week, I indulged in my favorite red wine. I curled up on my sofa and grabbed the remote, turning on some soothing classical music. After a long day, I just wanted to relax and forget about everything that happened.

That wasn’t likely to happen tonight. The buzzer rang, dragging me away from my comfortable couch. Groaning, I walked over to the door and answered the incessant ringing. “Yes?”

“It’s me,” a high-pitched voice squealed. “Let me up! I need to pee!”

Of course, she did. I pressed the buzzer and waited for her to run upstairs. Lucy was my favorite surgical nurse—not just because she was my best friend—but because she was amazing at her job. At this point, she could predict what I wanted and always had everything set up just the way I needed. However, she wasn’t on my rotation today.

I opened the door and stepped back, waiting for her to plow her way inside.

“Thank you, thank you, thank you,” she chanted as she rushed inside, struggled to kick off her shoes, then tossed her jacket on the floor as she rushed for the guest bathroom.

I shut the door and locked it, then walked over to the bar and poured her a glass of red wine. By the time I was sitting on the couch again, she was out of the bathroom and walking like normal. She picked up her jacket and draped it on the wooden coat rack by the door.

“Ugh, thank you,” she smiled as she walked over and snatched the glass I held out for her. “You have no idea how much I need this.”

“You worked with Friedman today?”

“How did you know?” she asked sarcastically.

“Well, the scowl on your face pretty much said it all.”

“I hate working with him so much. He’s so condescending.”

“Well, he’s old. You can’t tell him anything.”

She took a long swallow of her wine, then grinned at me. “So, I saw Elijah today.”

“Please, let’s not go there.”

“He’s so heartbroken over you.”

“He is not. He’s pouting because he didn’t get his way.”

“Well, he’s telling everyone that you came back a different person. He said the time in the jungle really messed with your perception.”

My jaw dropped at that. “He did not.”

She nodded sagely. “I mean, I didn’t let him get away with it. I went to the locker room and replaced his talcum powder with itching powder,” she smirked. “He’s going to be very uncomfortable the next time he dumps that in his boxers.”

I slapped my hand over my mouth, shaking my head at her. “Lucy!”

“What? He deserved it. Besides, from what I hear, this isn’t the first time he’s done something like that.”

“Oh my God,” I groaned. “I was so stupid to get involved with him.”

She shrugged. “You’re not the only woman to sleep with a narcissistic prick. So, you were charmed by his good looks. I might have been too.”

“But you weren’t.”

“No, but that’s only because I’m one hundred percent celibate.”

“Since when?” I asked, not believing a word she said.

“Since the new year. I told you about that!”

“Um…we were together on New Year’s Eve. I don’t remember this resolution.”

“Well, I made it after I slept with Darren two days after New Year’s.”

I frowned at that. “Did you date a man on a motorcycle for most of the spring?”

“Yes,” she snapped defensively.

“And you mean to tell me that you didn’t sleep with him at all during that time?”

“Okay, so I may have broken my resolution for him, but other than that, I’ve been very good.”

I pursed my lips to hold back my smile. She’d also slept with at least two other men that she brought home from the bar when we went out before my jungle fiasco. But I didn’t mention that.

“I’m sure you have,” I said just as the buzzer rang for the second time tonight. “Did you bring Elijah with you?”

“No, but if he walks through that door, I’ll junk punch him for you.”

“Thanks, but I think I can handle it,” I laughed. I pressed the button for the intercom. “Yes?”

There was a pause, and then I heard a voice I never thought I’d hear again. “Mercy?”

Sweat broke out all over my skin as his deep voice vibrated through my chest. I had pushed him out of my mind the past few weeks, refusing to dwell on what might have been. But now he was here. At my apartment. I hadn’t even told him where I lived.

“Uh…yes?” I rolled my eyes at the idiocy of my decision. Pretending not to know who was there wouldn’t make this any easier.

“It’s me, Chase.”

My throat went suddenly dry at the confirmation. Not that I needed it. And to make matters worse, Lucy was by my side in a second, listening intently with a grin on her face. I smacked her as she started making kissy faces.

“Mercy?”

“Yeah, I’m here. Just dealing with a pest issue,” I said, smacking Lucy one last time.

“I’m sorry I didn’t call. Can I come up?”

“Oh, Chase,” Lucy said, pressing the back of her hand to her forehead. “I need you!”

I slapped my hand over her mouth before pressing the button again. “Uh, sure. Come on up.”

I pressed the buzzer and allowed him in. “You, no speaking,” I scolded her.

“Who is Chase and why have I not heard about him before today?”

Because I was desperate to keep that particular time in my life all to myself. It was hard enough to move on from him without everyone else knowing what I shared with him.

“Lucy, I need you to do me a favor.”

“And what would that be?”

“Be a good friend and leave.”

Her eyes bugged out. “You’re kidding, right? That sexy voice just came out of nowhere and you want me to leave before I see him?”

“Please?”

I never begged, but if there was ever a time for it, that was now.

She pursed her lips, then shrugged. “Okay.”

“Seriously?”

“Of course. What kind of friend would I be if I humiliated you in front of a sexy man like that?” She walked over to grab her jacket, but moved awfully slow.

“I never said he was sexy.”

“Oh, please,” she fanned herself. “How could a man with that voice not be sexy?”

“Just grab your shoes and go,” I said, snatching the wine glass out of her hand.

“Alright, alright. I know when I’m not wanted.”

I pushed her toward the door, but I was too late. The knock thundered through the apartment like a freight train. I stood stock still, unable to move as I stared at the door, unsure if I could handle seeing him again.

“Oh, look at that. I’m too late. It would be rude to leave now,” Lucy said, swinging the door open as she took off her jacket. “Chase? I’m Lucy, the best friend.”

My breathing stalled in my chest as I drank all six plus feet of him. He was just as handsome as I remembered, possibly even more so since he was clean. With his baseball cap pulled down low, I could just make out those dark eyes that stalked me in my dreams.

“Um…Chase, this is my friend Lucy. She’s a nurse at the same hospital where I work.”

“It’s nice to meet you,” he said, but his eyes never strayed from me.

We stood there in complete silence for a full minute. I couldn’t tear my eyes away from him, sure that he would disappear if I did. My chest swelled as all those feelings from our two days together invaded my mind. He made me feel more in that short time than I had felt in my entire life, making it difficult to breathe now that he stood in front of me again.

“Wow,” I heard Lucy murmur.

That brought me out of my trance. “Come in,” I said, stepping aside. He walked through the door and looked around, taking in my apartment. It was pretty clean since I was only home to sleep.

“So, Chance,” Lucy stepped in, motioning for me to go to him. “How is it you know Mercy?”

I glared at her, hoping I could get her to shut up, but she forged ahead.

“I mean, it seems that you two know each other pretty well.”

His gaze settled back on me, but this time, the intensity was ramped up another notch.

“He saved my life,” I finally said after a long pause.

I could see Lucy glancing back and forth between the two of us. And then I saw the moment her eyes widened and she realized that Chase wasn’t just some guy.

“Oh, wow. So, you’re that kind of friend.”

I flushed bright red, ducking my head in embarrassment.

“I met Mercy in the jungle.”

Her eyes shot to mine, still wide as ever. “He was in the jungle with you? You never told me that,” she said, smacking my arm.

“Ow! Don’t hit me!”

“You hit me when he showed up at your door. Besides, I’m your best friend. You don’t hide hot men from your best friend!”

“I wasn’t hiding him from you,” I hissed. “I didn’t see him after that.”

“So…he was like your jungle man,” she said knowingly, then looked him up and down. “I could see that. I’m totally getting the barbarian saving the day vibe.”

“He’s not a barbarian,” I snapped.

“Uh-huh. Now I know why you came home with a fever. You had jungle fever,” she grinned.

This was so humiliating. I grabbed her arm and dragged her into the living room out of earshot. “Will you please stop? You’re embarrassing me!”

“Not a chance. I can’t believe you hid him from me. He’s so sexy.” Then she turned and blatantly stared at him, ogling him like she’d never seen a man before. In all fairness, there wasn’t anyone I’d ever met who was even half as sexy as him. “Look at those muscles. God, what I wouldn’t give to lick just one. You’ll let me, won’t you?”

“Not a chance in hell,” I snapped. I grabbed her by the arm and swung her around to face me. “Seriously, I need you to leave.”

“Right, so you can have some jungle time,” she winked. “I gotcha, but I want details. No leaving anything out this time.”

“Fine, I’ll tell you whatever you want to know.”

I turned her to the door and shoved her from behind until she was at the door, though her head was still cocked over her shoulder to stare at him. I grabbed her jacket and thrust it at her chest, then opened the door and shoved her through.

“I could just stay in the other room and listen,” she said hopefully as I slammed the door in her face. Turning around, I kept my back pressed against the door until she stopped yelling and finally gave up and went home.

“Sorry about that,” I muttered, walking only a little closer to him. I desperately wanted to throw myself into his arms, but I didn’t even know why he was here.

“It’s okay,” he huffed, rubbing his hand across the back of his neck. “We all have friends like that.”

“Yeah? You have friends who hope to hide out in the next room to hear you having sex?”

“All the time,” he said, his eyes twinkling.

That just made this harder. It was like we were right back in the jungle, only this time, we both knew in the morning we wouldn’t be alone anymore.

“Not that I don’t want you here, but why did you come?”

He sighed, shoving his hands in his pockets. “Can we sit down? This feels awkward.”

He had no idea. “Sure.”

I walked into the living room and took a seat, waiting for him to say something. When he sat down right beside me, I had to force myself not to squirm.

“I like this place,” he said quietly. After a moment, he dropped his gaze to his hands. “I…I blamed myself. That’s why I ran.”

I was so shocked by his confession that I didn’t know what to say. “Ran?” Yeah, because playing dumb was the smart choice.

When his gaze snapped to mine, I knew I’d been caught. “Don’t do that. I saw it on your face.”

“And you left anyway,” I retorted.

“I shouldn’t have run, but…I kept thinking how it was all my fault, and instead of dealing with that, I thought you were better off with Elijah.”

That just pissed me off. I stood suddenly, taking him by surprise. “Everyone thinks they know what’s best for me. Between my parents and Elijah, I had enough people telling me what to do. I thought you were different.”

As he stood, I could see the flames igniting in his eyes. I had pissed him off. “I never said I wouldn’t stop worrying about you.”

“And your way of showing that is by leaving?”

“I fucked up,” he snapped. “I’m human. But I’m here now.”

“Yeah? And what made you decide to come running back?”

“A reality check,” he mumbled. “A friend put me in my place. I didn’t want to make the same mistakes he did.”

“And what were those mistakes?”

“Running away when things got hard. It turns out I’m pretty terrible at running away because the entire time I was gone, I was thinking about you.”

I stared at him, my mouth gaping as I tried to come up with some response that didn’t make me sound like a bitch. “Well…it’s about time you admitted it.”

Something in his gaze changed, darkened. I swallowed hard as my gaze dropped to his lips. I could still feel the searing heat from when he kissed me weeks ago. That would never fade, even if he walked out of my life, and based on the way his eyes were devouring me, he felt the same.

A rush of dizziness washed over me the longer I stared at him. “You look like you want to kiss me,” I murmured.

“I always want to fucking kiss you,” he growled.

He grabbed me by the back of the neck and crushed his lip to mine in a bruising kiss. I gasped in excitement, my fingers digging into his shirt. It didn’t matter how much time had passed since I last saw him or why he left. He was here with me now.

In a flash, he hoisted me up around his waist and laid me down on the couch. The moment I spread my thighs, he was nestled between them, grinding his erection against my swollen pussy. I was already desperate for him, clawing at his back as electric shocks rippled down my spine.

“Chase,” I whispered, running my fingers along his lips.

His brows pulled in question.

“Just making sure you’re real.”
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CHASE


I had to be fucking insane. Hell, the moment I walked into the IT room and faced Rae’s incessant questions, I knew what I was doing was wrong. Mercy shouldn’t want to be with someone like me, but from the moment I saw those tears in her eyes when I left her hospital room, I wanted more.

More tears.

For me.

Some would call that sadistic, but I didn’t want her tears because I hurt her. I just wanted them to be all mine. Every emotion she had, I wanted to drag it out of her and know her from the inside out. I wanted her thoughts to be consumed by me, and vice versa. Hell, she already took up permanent residence in the center of my chest.

Every move I made since I left her was to rid myself of her intoxicating charms. It hadn’t worked, and when Asher called me out for being an idiot, I knew it was pointless to argue with him. I hadn’t even told anyone where I was going. I just packed a bag and took off halfway across the country to find my Mercy.

And now here I was, hovering over her as she looked at me the way I dreamed she would.

“If you leave me again, I’ll have to stalk you and key your car.”

“I have a minivan,” I told her, pressing soft kisses to her lips.

“I’ll key that too.”

“I count on it,” I said, pressing my lips to hers as I gripped her hair in my hand. She squirmed underneath me, grinding her hips up into me. My cock hardened, swelling behind my zipper. I couldn’t take another minute without her skin pressed to mine. I sat up, kneeling and dragging her with me, pressing kisses along her neck as my fingers skimmed down her sides and slipped beneath the hem of her shirt.

She shivered from my touch, pulling back slightly as if looking at me for the first time. Her eyes were glittering with lust and her red, swollen lips were so kissable I had a hard time being separated from them. I tore her shirt over her head and quickly unhooked her bra. I took in every inch of her beauty, her scar, the very thing that saved her life so she could be part of mine.

I would never take that for granted, never forget what she survived. I ran my tongue along her neck, savoring the flavor of her skin as I kissed my way down to her faint scar. Her breath shuddered in her chest as I laid her down and made love to her.

“Chase,” she panted as I swirled my tongue over her nipple. Pain shot through my scalp as her fingers dug into my hair. My teeth sank into her pebbled skin as I sucked her nipple into my mouth. Her panting turned into gasps as I trailed my fingers down her belly and brushed them over the fabric covering her pussy. Even now, I could feel the heat radiating off her as she ground her cunt against my hand.

I flicked the button on her pants and quickly rid her of her constraints. Goosebumps broke out over her legs as the cool air hit her. I stood, taking my time unbuttoning my jeans. Her pupils dilated as I stripped in front of her. Gripping the back of my shirt at the neck, I pulled it over my head, catching the way her jaw dropped as my muscles contracted.

Balling up my shirt, I tossed it at her face, nearly coming on the spot when she inhaled my scent. My brain glitched as I watched her lower the shirt from her nose and rub it over her body. She laid back and spread her legs, lowering one hand toward her pussy while the other hand clutched my shirt to her breast.

Was she masturbating to my scent? Fuck, that was hot.

Her fingers slid through her wet folds and then one finger entered her pussy. She cried out softly, her eyes opening and landing on me. I couldn’t move. I was so transfixed by what I was seeing that the fucking building could collapse around me and I still wouldn’t move.

She shifted the shirt to her nose again and inhaled. I fucking lost it at the erotic look on her face. In a flash, I was between her legs, sliding my tongue in tandem with her fingers. Fuck, she was sexy. No inhibitions when it came to anything in life, and I found myself turned on by that.

I slipped my tongue into her pussy, sliding it alongside her finger. My other hand traced the smooth line of her curves up to her face. When her mouth opened, I slipped a finger inside and fucked it into her. She sucked hard, sending shocks down to my cock with every lick. I replaced one finger with two, and then three, until her mouth was stuffed with me. She moaned around my fingers as I sloppily fucked her pussy with my face.

I could taste her forever, lick her pussy and eat every drop she saved for me, but my cock was desperate to be inside her, to feel her strangling me. I grabbed her hand stuffed in her pussy and shoved it in my mouth, sucking every last drop from her fingers. Her foot slid up my thigh, then around to my ass, pulling me closer.

“You need my cock?”

“Desperately,” she whispered.

I settled between her legs, teasing her clit with my tip, driving her insane. Every gasp and moan drove me insane until I lined up and slammed home inside her. She cried out as I pulled out and thrust hard back inside her. Her screams echoed around the room and I clasped my hand tightly over her mouth, hovering just inches above her.

“Fucking scream for me,” I whispered.

I jerked my cock harder inside her, but never allowed her screams to be heard by anyone but me. The harder I pressed my hand to her mouth, the wetter she got. My dick was soaked with her juices and her cum dripped down my balls. Fuck, it was sexy.

I lowered my head and bit her nipple again, setting her off like a rocket. Her pussy clenched hard around me and she screamed beneath my hand. As she came down from her high, I sat up, wrapping my arms around her legs and holding her in the air as I drove my cock into her, using her body for nothing but pleasure. When she came again, I couldn’t hold back. My cum coated the inside of her pussy, dripping down in long strings to her couch. It was only after I dropped her and collapsed on top of her that I heard her chuckle.

“You owe me a new couch.”
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Mercy was passed out beside me, her gorgeous body hidden by only a thin sheet. I couldn’t stop staring at her and running my fingers over her soft skin. This was real. I had her with me and everything was going to be okay.

Asher’s words flooded my head, constantly reminding me that I had to face my fears and earn what I had with Mercy. Technically, he hadn’t said that, but it’s what I took from it. I bent down and pressed my lips lightly to hers, reveling in the fact that I had her in my arms when only twenty-four hours ago, I was depressed as hell.

Shouting outside caught my attention and I climbed out of bed, pulling on my jeans before walking over to the window. I pulled back the drape with two fingers and watched from the edge of the window as two men walked quickly away from the building, glancing over their shoulders suspiciously.

What the hell were they doing?

And then, as if they knew I was watching, one of them looked directly at me. I didn’t imagine the glimmer of humor on his face as he waved to me, then turned and ran away from the building. A feeling of dread sank in my stomach. I turned to wake Mercy when the building shook with a rattle so fierce I thought there was an earthquake. Mercy sat up, her eyes wide as she stared at me for what seemed like minutes when, in reality, only a second had passed. I moved fast, yanking her to her feet and pulling her behind me, but it was too late. The world shattered around us in an instant.

The ground buckled beneath my feet and Mercy fell, her eyes wide as I gripped her hand tighter, grabbing hold of anything I could to keep from sliding down to the next level where the floor gave way. My muscles strained as her weight pulled hard.

But no matter how hard I tried, it wasn’t enough. The building groaned and collapsed inward. I fell through the remaining floor, losing my grasp on Mercy as we plummeted through the building. I lost track of Mercy as I twisted in the air, trying to find something to grab onto, and then crashed to the floor with a thud, slamming my head against what felt like a brick.

The light faded in and out around me as rubble crushed me beneath what was left of the building. For a moment, all I could do was stare above me at the dark sky, trying to catch my breath and get a grip on my bearings.

Slowly, the feeling came back into my limbs and I started shoving pieces of rubble off me, easing into a sitting position. It hurt more than I cared to admit, but none of that mattered. Somewhere in the building, Mercy was hurt. I knew it without having to see her. A fall like that…it could have killed her, but I couldn’t focus on that now.

I shifted to my side, leaning on my hip as I looked down into the dark hole where another floor used to be. I was right on the edge, and it was only by sheer luck that I hadn’t fallen through myself. “Mercy!” I called out in a strangled voice.

A coughing fit took over as I inhaled dust into my lungs. I waved away the lingering dust, though it did little to help. I struggled onto my knees and searched my pockets for my phone. It wasn’t in any of them, but as I searched the ground, I found it just a few feet from where I landed. The screen was cracked, but the flashlight feature still worked.

Coughing again, I shone the light around the dark space, nearly having a heart attack when I saw a person staring at me. But the metal bar protruding from his chest and the massive amount of blood pooling around his body was enough to know the man hadn’t survived.

“Chase.”

The faint sound of Mercy’s voice had me scrambling around to find her. “Mercy!”

“Down here,” she coughed.

I leaned over the edge and held my flashlight out, sighing a breath of relief when I saw her laying on a couch. “Are you okay?”

She nodded, struggling to get up. “The couch broke my fall. Not that it didn’t hurt.”

“Don’t move!” I shouted in a panic. The building isn’t stable.”

“I’m not staying down here,” she shouted, her voice laced with terror. “If I stay down here, the rest of the building will fall on me!”

And while she was right, anywhere she stepped could end with her falling further or something landing on top of her. “Just wait a minute. Let me look around!”

She nodded and I quickly resumed my search of the area. Across from me, the building wasn’t as damaged. Whatever happened, it must have come from the south side. I must have landed in a bedroom. Under the debris were blankets or sheets. Putting my phone between my teeth, I carefully walked across the room and snagged whatever I could, ripping them from under bricks and large pieces of plaster, praying the whole time the building didn’t collapse again.

Hurrying back to Mercy, I held the light over her again. “Are you still okay?”

“Yeah,” she called up.

“Give me a minute. I’m gonna tie some sheets together.”

I got to work, making sure the knots were extra secure. The last thing I needed was for them to fall apart under her weight. Once they were ready, I dropped the line down and planted my feet against the floor on the other side of the hole. If I was lucky, it would hold. I wasn’t feeling too lucky right now, but I didn’t know how else to get her out.

“Alright, Mercy!” I shouted, “Grab on and I’ll pull you up!”

When I felt her weight on the end, I started hoisting her up little by little. I tried not to go too fast. There were too many factors at play that could make this end in a bad way. The ceiling could collapse, the sheet could rip, the building could explode…and the entire time I was pulling her to safety, that was all I could think about.

Sweat slicked my back as I pulled with all my strength. It shouldn’t be this hard. Hell, I did this kind of shit with men twice her size. A drop of sweat dripped into my eye, but when I blinked, there was a red tint. I’d think about the head injury later.

Finally, I felt her hand as I shifted my grip.

She let go and grabbed my wrist, doing exactly what I would have told her to do. Pulling with all my strength, I hauled her up until she fell over my body. Together, we lay panting on what was left of the floor. I ran my hands over her body, reassuring myself that she was okay.

“We need to move,” I said when I was sure she wasn’t bleeding out.

I slowly rolled her to my side and sat up again, grabbing my phone. “If we can make it over to that wall, we might be able to climb down from the building.”

“Alright. Just tell me what to do.”

“Step only where I step.”

I grabbed her hand and stepped across the hole, testing my weight before moving fully across the expanse. I turned and helped her across, then slowly made my way to the other end of the apartment. Every step had my heart racing out of control. The fear of losing her was too strong, unlike anything I’d ever experienced before. Now I understood what it was like for Asher—the difficult choices he had to make that tortured him when his wife was gone.

I grabbed the edge of the window when we finally reached the other side of the building. I needed to find a way out, but Mercy needed something to cover up. Searching the room, I found a dresser still intact. I carefully made my way over, holding my breath as I slowly pulled the drawer out. When nothing happened, I started rifling through it until I found an old shirt and some boxers. Men’s clothes would have to do until I could find something more suitable. I pulled a t-shirt over my head and handed clothes to Mercy.

Going back to the window, I looked outside, surprised to see we’d fallen four stories.

“We could jump from here,” I said to myself.

“It’s kind of high.”

“We can’t risk it,” I muttered. Glancing around, I saw a throw pillow and picked it up, swiping it over the broken glass in the window frame. I took her hand and placed it around the frame. “Do not let go.”

Her eyes widened in horror when she realized I was leaving. She shook her head as tears filled her eyes. “No,” she whispered. “You promised me. You said you wouldn’t leave me.”

“It’s just for a minute. I need to find a way down from here. This is just a precaution.”

She grasped my shirt, shaking her head wildly. “I’ll go with you.”

“I don’t even know if there’s a safe way down. It’s safer if you stay here until I can figure out the best way out of here.”

I placed my hand on her cheek, forcing her to keep her eyes on me. “I will come back for you. Trust me.”

She nodded, but tears dripped from her eyes as she tried to compose herself. With one final look, I swung my leg over the window frame and gripped the ledge. Looking to both sides of the building, I still couldn’t see anything. The air was filled with smoke and dust, making it impossible to see obstructions from my vantage point.

I climbed the rest of the way out, keeping my toes on the thin ledge running under the window. Little by little, I shifted my hands from the window to the small ledge running above the window. One wrong move, and I’d plummet to the ground. Without being able to see below, I had no idea what I might land on.

When my fingers brushed something metal, relief flooded me. I scooted closer to it and wrapped my hand around it, giving it a firm yank. When it didn’t move, I gripped it and pulled myself to it.

It was a fire escape.

“Mercy!”

“Chase?”

“I found a fire escape. I’m going to get you and help you over⁠—”

“You want me to climb out the window?” she shrieked.

I started back for her. The sooner I got her out, the faster we’d get to safety. “I won’t let you fall.”

“Chase…”

I moved faster than I should have in my desperation to get to her, but the moment I saw her face again, I knew it had been worth the risk. With straining muscles, I grabbed the inside of the window frame and held myself against it.

“There’s a ladder. We can get out.”

“I can’t do it,” she said, her voice barely a whisper. “I can’t⁠—”

“You can do this. Okay? There’s no time to wait. We don’t know when anyone will come for us or if they’ll even find us. The building is in shambles. We need to leave. You can do this,” I said again.”

The fear on her face was clear, but like the tough woman she was, she sucked in a breath, then blew it out in a calming manner and nodded. “Alright.”

I guided her out of the window, telling her where to place her hands. She wasn’t as strong as me and her hands cramped several times as she tried to hold the ledge. But through the whole thing, she stayed calm, only stopping when she absolutely had to. By the time we reached the ladder, she was a shaky mess. I climbed down below her to catch her if she fell.

“Just a few more rungs,” I said, guiding her the bottom few feet.

She jumped into my arms, refusing to stay on the ladder a moment longer than she had to. I wrapped my arms around her shaking body and held her to me, taking deep breaths to tell myself she was okay. Now that we were safe, I could hear the sirens and the loud voices shouting as they searched for survivors.

“You ready to go?”

She nodded, keeping her head tucked against me.

I took her hand and helped her climb over the jagged pieces of building littering the ground. As we stepped away from the burning building, a rush of people ran around us. It was as if we were invisible. Every firefighter and police officer ran toward the building, desperate to get out any survivors.

A face flickered through the crowd and I rushed after him, pulling Mercy along behind me. But the mob of people was too thick, and all I saw was that slick smirk before he disappeared around the corner of the building.

“Come on. We need to go.”

“Go where?” Mercy asked, tugging my hand as I tried to pull her from the scene.

“Someplace safe.” I turned and faced her, knowing I couldn’t keep the truth from her. “The explosion wasn’t an accident.”
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MERCY


I had so many questions, but Chase wouldn’t stop. He dragged me away from everyone, desperate to get us to safety. I didn’t know who we were running from or why, and every time I tried to ask, he ignored me.

We passed about twenty cop cars, each of which was empty before he yanked the handle on the one parked at the back. When it opened, he turned to me and pointed to the other side. “Get in.”

My eyes widened in shock. “In the car? Why?”

“Just get in!”

The urgency in his voice had me moving faster than I thought possible. In only a shirt and boxers, there should have been half a dozen people stopping me, but in the end, nobody cared about me when I was walking around unharmed. I pulled the door open and sat down just as Chase started the engine and shifted into reverse.

“We’re stealing a cop car?”

“Borrowing,” he said, hitting the gas as he laid his hand across the back of my seat and reversed wildly. I clutched the dash as my body jerked with the spinning of the car. He shifted into drive and hit the gas again, fleeing the scene like we were bank robbers.

“Chase, what’s going on?”

He took a hard right down a dark road, his eyes never looking at me. “After you fell asleep, I heard something and I got out of bed. When I looked out the window, there was someone running away from the building. He looked right at me. Then the explosion tore the building apart and I forgot about him. I only thought about getting you out. But as we were leaving, I saw him again. He looked right at us. That’s not a coincidence.”

I stared at him in shock, unsure what to say. He took another hard right down a slightly busier street, swerving around the early morning traffic. The only people driving around at this hour were heading in to start their day at the office.

“Chase, you don’t know this man had anything to do with the explosion,” I tried to reason with him. “He could have just seen you and⁠—”

He jerked the steering wheel, taking us into the next lane to take the ramp onto the freeway. “He just happened to see me and stare at me?” Chase scoffed. “Not a chance. He was involved.”

“How?”

“I don’t know!” he shouted, shaking his head. “If I knew that, I would tell you.”

“But we should stop and⁠—”

“If we stop, we’re dead,” he grumbled. “I almost killed you once. That won’t be happening again.”

“Chase, you didn’t almost kill me before. You need to see that.”

“What I see is that I fucked up, and if it weren’t for sheer luck and your determination to survive, you would have died out there. And now I’m back and everything’s fucked up again.”

“You’re not leaving,” I said warily.

He finally turned to face me, his eyes hard as steel. “I told you, I’m never leaving you again.”

At least that was something. If we could just figure out how this man worked into the equation, maybe we could end this. But right now, I wasn’t certain the man had anything to do with what was going on. I couldn’t tell Chase that, though.

“Shit.”

“What?” I asked, looking over.

“We’re being followed.”

I spun in my seat, and sure enough, someone was gaining on us fast, flashing their lights at us. “Maybe…maybe we’re missing a taillight,” I said hopefully.

“No one chases someone down to tell them a taillight is out.”

The car jerked to the left of us and picked up speed. For a moment, my heart ceased to beat. If he was right…

I screamed as the car suddenly swerved into us, pushing us toward the guardrail. Chase pressed down on the accelerator, taking us faster than I’d ever driven before. I clutched the door handle, terrified of how fast we were driving. This might be something he did all the time, but I liked to stay alive when I was on the road.

“Chase,” I cried out, not even sure why I was saying his name other than it was comforting.

“Hold on!” he shouted, jerking the wheel, driving us back into the other lane. Metal crunched against metal as the two cars met and held together as we continued down the road. It was too dark to see in the other car, but he was right, no one would act like this without reason.

“Do you have your gun?”

His eyes flashed to mine. I had surprised myself too, but this was a car chase.

“It’s at your apartment. Would you like to go back for it?”

I kept my mouth shut after that. Not that it lasted long. With one final hit, the other car pushed us off the road. Our tires bounced over ruts in the ground as Chase tried to control the vehicle. My eyes widened in horror as we sped toward a sign.

“Chase!”

“I know!”

I watched as he pressed the brake over and over again, but nothing happened. We turned the wheel hard, taking us swerving away from the sign and toward the thick forest. The car continued to spin out of control until finally, the back end slammed into a tree, stopping us with a hard crunch.

My body was tossed into the door and I groaned as my shoulder felt like it had been dislocated. Chase, on the other hand, shoved his door open and was at my side in a flash. “Get out,” he snapped, dragging me out before I even realized what was happening.

His eyes darted to the road and then he pulled me behind him. I barely saw the other vehicle pulling to a stop as we darted through the trees.

“We’re back in the trees,” I huffed as I ran behind him.

“Better here than dead on the road,” he said over his shoulder.

We were somewhere outside Seattle, but I had no idea where. When we were driving, all I saw were roads, no directions. I ran hard, ignoring the sticks that dug into the bottoms of my feet. I didn’t feel any pain as we got lost in the thick underbrush, not stopping until we had to be a few miles from the road. Finally, he pulled me to a stop and held his finger to his lips.

Huffing as quietly as I could, I watched for any sign that someone had followed us. After a few minutes, Chase sat back on a rock and pulled me down on his lap.

“I think we lost them.”

I nodded, still feeling a little winded. “But why were they after us?”

He shook his head slightly, staring off into the trees thoughtfully. “I don’t know.”

“So, what do we do from here?”

“We need to get to shelter. From there, we can contact my team. They should be able to look into this and get us information. How well do you know the area?”

“Not at all,” I laughed. “I wish I could be more help, but I don’t even know where we are.”

“Didn’t you grow up around here?”

“Yes.”

“I thought you were an outdoor girl,” he said in jest.

I rolled my eyes. “My version of an outdoor girl and yours are completely different. I went hiking on trails. I didn’t go running off in the woods and memorize every inch around me. Besides, the parks around here are huge.”

“Are you ready to move?”

Now that I had been sitting down for a few minutes, the cuts and scrapes on the bottoms of my feet made themselves known. Not to mention the multiple lesions on my arms and face. But now wasn’t the time to dissect my injuries. So, no matter how much my feet hurt, I pushed off his lap and put on a bright smile. “Let’s go.”
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“There,” Chase said, turning back and grabbing me by the elbow, dragging me to his side.

I searched the distance for what he was talking about, but didn’t see anything. “Where?”

“Beyond that ridge. It looks like a cabin.”

Either my eyesight was super bad or Chase had extraordinary vision. “I don’t see it.”

“Come on. Not too much further.”

He tugged me along behind him, never slowing down in his rush to get to this elusive cabin in the middle of freaking nowhere. I tried to match his steps, to keep the illusion that I was doing great, but it was freaking hard. This man was like a Power Ranger or something. What was I thinking, wanting to be with a man who worked out for fun?

When we finally reached the ridge, I could see what he was talking about. I bent over, gulping in deep breaths as he grinned at the rundown cabin in front of us. It was nothing special to look at, but it was shelter, which was more than we had in the jungle. If we were lucky, maybe they would have a nice, warm casserole waiting inside for us.

I heard Chase’s deep chuckle and glared up at him. “Are you laughing at me?”

“Never,” he said, biting back a smile.

“Let’s get this over with. When we’re done, I want a hot coffee and a bath.”

“That’s a weird combination,” he said, taking my arm again and leading me forward.

“Why are you guiding me around like a child?”

“I’m guiding you around like a woman I love.”

I stopped and stared at him, and only when he realized that I wasn’t moving did he turn and look at me.

“What’s wrong?”

“Did you choose this moment to tell me you love me?”

He thought about it, then nodded. “Is that a problem?”

“Yes, it’s a freaking problem! We’re out in the middle of nowhere! My breath is stinky. I’m not even wearing actual clothes, and once again, I stink! You have to stop doing romantic shit when I look like a homeless person!”

“It wasn’t that romantic,” he muttered.

“It doesn’t matter. In the jungle, you did...amazingly dirty things to me. I was disgusting!”

“Then I’ll be disgusting with you,” he smirked.

The man was infuriating, but so damn cute at the same time. He was always throwing me off balance. He had been so damn serious when he showed up, and now he was acting like he did in the jungle—charming with a side of fun. I was under the impression we were on the run for our lives, but maybe I was wrong.

Chase tugged on my arm until I stumbled into his arms. He wore a serious expression, but his eyes still danced with mirth. “Is there something wrong with trying to make you feel better?”

I wanted to stomp my foot and tell him it was off-putting, but I somehow refrained. “I just…I get confused.”

“About me?”

“Yes, if you must know. In the jungle⁠—”

“You keep referring to that.”

“Well, it is well I fell in love with you,” I shot back.

The stupid grin on his face grew exponentially. “I knew it.”

“Knew what?”

“That you love me.”

“You did not,” I argued. “You were hoping that if you said it, I would say it too. But I’ll have you know, we’re in a dangerous situation, and people tend to have heightened emotions that sway their true feelings. I could be making this whole thing up!”

He slid his hand around the nape of my neck and pulled me closer. “My emotions are heightened, but it’s only because you’re here with me. I could never make up the way I feel about you.”

I opened my mouth to argue, but found I had no valid argument. “Well…that was stupidly sweet and romantic.”

“I’ve been practicing it,” he grinned before sliding his lips over mine.

I went boneless in his arms, nearly falling if it weren’t for the fact that he held me upright. When he broke the kiss, I was lightheaded and stupidly in love. Even as I stared at him, I knew this was too good to be true. I had to stop staring at him with stars in my eyes. Yes, my feelings were very much real, but the danger was real, and if I let emotions get in the way, I would only get my heart broken. I knew better than anyone how fate had a way of stepping in and throwing your life off course. Now was not the time to put on blinders.

“We should get moving,” I finally said.

“Let’s get you that bath.”

It took about another half hour to get to the cabin, but we finally reached the old, rundown shack that looked even better from a distance. I grimaced at the state of the cabin. It had to be abandoned. A tree had fallen on the roof and some of the windows were broken. We were unlikely to find many, if any, supplies inside.

“Maybe there’s a change of clothes,” Chase said.

“I would settle for a pair of shoes. Maybe something ergonomic.”

“I’m sure there’s a very good shoe section,” he teased. “You were a little more adventurous in the jungle. What happened?”

“Ever hear of too much of a good thing?” I quipped.

“I’m with you. There’s no such thing.”

Again, there he was spouting sweet things at all the wrong times. Or maybe they were the right times. It did give me a boost and made me feel better. “I guess it’s time to see what goodies there are inside.”

This time, he took my hand and we walked side by side to the cabin. Chase rattled the handle, and at first, I thought it was locked, but then he shoved his shoulder into the door and it gave way. Looking around, it was clear to see why the place was abandoned. The tree on the roof had smashed through, leaving half the living room blocked.

“Why don’t you go to the bedroom and I’ll see what I can find out here,” Chase suggested.

I didn’t particularly want to go rooting around the small cabin, but I also didn’t want to be smashed by the tree. Not that it was going anywhere. I pushed a branch out of the way and slipped past it, walking into the bedroom, but I wasn’t prepared for what I saw.

Letting out a shrill scream, I stumbled back into the wall, catching myself before I fell to the floor. Chase was by my side in an instant, pulling me into his arms. Once my heart calmed, I shoved out of his arms, staring at the skeleton laying in the bed.

“He’s been gone a while,” Chase muttered.

“I know. I just wasn’t expecting…” Shaking off the cold feeling that ran down my spine, I mechanically got to work, opening the small closet and pulling out the rain boots I found in the bottom. Luckily, there were two pairs. Hopefully, one of them would fit Chase. After that, I dug through the moth-eaten clothes hanging from the rotting bar. After looking through all of it, I decided to stick with what I was wearing.

“I found these boots,” I called out as I walked back into the living room. “They might fit you.”

Chase was in the kitchen searching the cabinets. “I would say the man died at least three years ago. Everything in here expired years ago.”

I grimaced as he continued to search for something edible. “I don’t eat expired food.”

“You’ll eat almost anything if you’re hungry enough.”

“I really won’t. I have a thing about expired food. I’ll wait it out.”

“Do you want to stay here and rest for a while?”

The thought of staying here with a corpse sent shivers down my spine. “No thanks.”

His lips twitched in amusement. “You work with bodies all the time.”

“Alive bodies. That is a very dead man. I’m not a coroner, and I’m pretty sure being dead for three plus years classifies him as more than a dead body.”

“So, you’re saying you’d rather keep walking than stay here.”

“In a heartbeat.” I walked forward, wrapping my arms around his big body. While he was doing a great job of cheering me up, I knew we were in a world of danger. The sooner we connected with his team, the sooner we could find out what was going on, and hopefully end this thing.
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We stumbled out of the trees, and luckily, a motel was right across the road. Mercy was exhausted as hell, and I could tell her feet hurt. She was limping in those rain boots that were too many sizes too big. But the moment she saw the flickering motel sign, her face brightened up.

“Thank God! We can get a room.”

I grabbed her as she was about to run across the deserted highway. “Just hold on.”

“For what? No one’s around!”

“I don’t have any money. Things might get a little hairy. Are you okay with that?”

She cocked her head at me in thought. “Are you going to kill him?”

“No.”

“Maim him?”

“Maybe a little.”

She nodded, huffing out a loud breath. “I’m okay with that.”

“Seriously?”

“Never underestimate what a girl will do for a hot shower.”

She stomped across the road and I ran to catch up. I was about to tell her to wait outside when she swung the door open and marched up to the desk. “We need a room.”

The man behind the counter had a pot belly and balding head. The way he stared at Mercy gave me the creeps. “It’ll be a hundred dollars.”

“We don’t have any money,” I said, stepping up behind her and pressing my hand to her belly, pulling her back against my chest.

A disgusting smirk crossed his face. “She can work it off.”

I didn’t let Mercy open her mouth to respond. In a flash, I was leaning over the counter, pulling the man half over it by his collar. Fear lit his face as he realized how much he’d just fucked up. “You will not look at her or even think about her. If you do, I’ll make sure you’re pissing into a bag for the rest of your life. Do you understand me?”

He nodded vigorously, grasping at my hand to let him go.

“Now, we need a room—your cleanest one. Understand?”

He nodded again, reaching behind him for motel keys without looking. He grabbed several and flung them on the counter with a clatter. “Choose any room you want.”

I smirked at him. “Thank you.”

I slowly released him, grabbing all of the keys to check the rooms. When I turned to go, Mercy was staring at the man like she wanted to perform surgery on him—and not the good kind.

“Let’s go,” I said, grabbing her elbow in my hand.

“You should have let me handle it.”

“I can get my hands dirty. You can’t.”

She scoffed at me. “That’s so sexist.”

“I was actually thinking about your job and a certain oath you took. You swore to do no harm. My oath is sort of the opposite.”

“I wish I could have an oath like that,” she muttered.

I shoved the key into the first lock and let us in. The grimace on her face was all I needed to know. I shut the door and moved onto the next. It was slightly better, but there was no running water. The third room was about as good as it was gonna get. It looked mostly clean, and the water worked. An added bonus was the telephone on the table.

“Well, I guess it’s better than sleeping outside,” Mercy sighed.

“If you don’t like it, we can always go back to the cabin with the corpse.”

She wrinkled her nose at that. “I’ll pass. I need a shower.”

“Alright. I need to call my team.”

I went to pick up the phone, but she cleared her throat. “Um, aren’t you forgetting something?”

I looked back at the phone and then her. “I don’t think so.”

“I need the shower cleaned out.”

I huffed out a laugh. “Yeah, okay.”

“I’m serious,” she said, her lips turning up in amusement. “You think I’m joking, but I’m not. I need you to get cleaning supplies from that guy.”

“I need to call the team.”

She crossed her arms over her chest, lifting an eyebrow at me. I was going to argue further, but it was clear there was no room for arguments. This wasn’t a discussion.

“Alright. I’ll see what I can do.”

“Thank you,” she smiled sweetly.

I would have been mad, but it was actually kind of cute. Mercy wasn’t being a princess. She just knew how disgusting the room was and refused to step inside the shower without it being properly disinfected. And judging by the state of the other rooms, I couldn’t blame her.

When I opened the door to the office, the man scrambled backward, shoving a chair between the counter and himself, in case I leapt over it and beat the shit out of him.

“What do you want?”

“Cleaning supplies.”

He watched me carefully. “I’ll be right back.”

I narrowed my eyes at him and waited as he disappeared into the back. Once he was gone, I hopped over the counter and searched underneath. Stored in a metal box was a gun, but when I opened it, I knew why he hadn’t bothered to grab it. There were no bullets. After a quick search, I came up empty.

I went back to my side and waited another five minutes for him. Thankfully, he came back with probably every industrial cleaner he could find, along with gloves and a scrub brush.

“Thank you.”

He nodded, but didn’t say a word. I took everything back to the room and headed right into the bathroom. As I got to work cleaning the bathroom, Mercy grabbed a rag and wiped down everything in the room. I didn’t think it was that bad, but when I walked out and saw the state of her rag, I decided not to mansplain to her that we were only staying for one night.

“The shower is all yours.”

“Thank you.” She walked over to me and laid a kiss on my lips, then leaned back and grinned. “I never thought I would be so happy to have a man clean the bathroom for me. You’re so getting laid for this.”

“I’m getting laid for cleaning the bathroom, but nothing when I tell you I love you?”

“That didn’t count. You told me when we were walking through the woods.”

“It still counts,” I argued. “How would it not count?”

“Because it doesn’t.”

That was her only explanation to me as she walked into the bathroom and shut the door. I shook my head and grabbed the phone off the receiver. I wasn’t great at memorizing numbers, not that I had to because everything was saved in a phone, but I remembered Patrick’s because it was only one number off from mine.

“It’s six-thirty in the morning,” he groaned.

“And you have work.”

“Not today,” he grumbled. “You ran off, so I took a vacation.”

“Good, then you won’t mind grabbing Nick and coming out to help me.”

“With what?”

“You know, the usual. Someone’s trying to kill Mercy. The building exploded and we’re on the run.”

“Is that all?”

I shrugged my eyebrows, though he couldn’t see me. “I’m sure there’s more to come.”

“And you want us to fly out there, save your ass, and let you take all the praise from your woman.”

“Not all the praise. I’ll do with ninety percent.”

“Sure, totally reasonable. So, where are you?”

“Don’t know.”

“Got a phone?”

“Nope.”

“Gun?”

“In the burning building.”

“What good are you?”

“Not much at the moment,” I retorted. “But I’ll be better with a little sleep.”

“Alright, fine,” he grumbled. “I guess I can come out and save your ass, but you owe me a pizza.”

“Don’t be silly. I’ll get you a coke too.”

“I appreciate it. I’ll just get Rae to track this number. I’m sure she’ll appreciate the early morning wake-up call.”

“Just tell her if she’s not up to it, you can call Dash. That’ll light a fire under her ass.”

“Thanks, but I’d like to keep my head at least until I save you.”

“I’ll see you in no more than eight hours.”

“That’s all you’re giving me? I want a steak, too.”

“Sorry, negotiations have finished. You already agreed to the terms.”

“Man,” he hissed. “I knew I gave in too easily.”

Chuckling, I hung up and sat down on the bed. I was out before the water in the bathroom shut off.
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When I woke, it was dark in the room and Mercy was sleeping beside me. I wasn’t sure what had woken me up, but I had an impending sense of dread. That’s when I saw the shadow outside the window. With the curtains pulled, whoever was out there couldn’t see in, but through the cracks on the edge of the curtains, I could tell he was moving closer to the door.

I got up quietly and moved to the far end of the curtains, pulling them back only enough to get a glimpse of who was outside. With the bright light shining in my eyes, it was hard to make out the face. But then he looked right at me and smirked.

“Fuck,” I let out a harsh breath. Walking over to the door, I opened it and stared at the fucker. “What are you doing here?”

“We need to move.”

Asher shoved past me into the room, stopping only when he saw Mercy on the bed. Jerking his head, we walked back outside to talk. “How did you know where I was?”

“I’ve been watching you,” was all he said. “You’re not safe here. You need to get her up now.”

“Why?” I asked, instantly looking around. “What did you see?”

“There are men tracking you. I managed to stall them, but they’ll only send more.”

“Who? I don’t even know who the fuck is after her.”

His dark eyes landed on me. “Think.”

“Think what? Asher, tell me what the fuck is going on.”

“Who would want her dead?”

I wracked my brain to come up with the answer, but the only people I could think of were the group of guerrillas in the jungle.

“Now you know why we have to move,” he said as if reading my mind.

“It can’t be them. Why would they chase her down all the way across the world? They were nothing but a bargaining chip.”

“Obviously, this is about something more.”

I shook my head, refusing to believe that guerrillas traveled halfway around the world to track her down. For what purpose? “It’s not like she’s rich. She can’t give them anything. And now that she’s not a prisoner, she’s not worth anything. They can’t take her out of the country against her will. And we already grilled her when we brought her back to the states. The only reason they took her was for the ransom. She has nothing left to offer them. It doesn’t make any sense,” I hissed.

“Then by all means, don’t listen to me and stay here. Just wait for them to attack,” he spat. “What the fuck is wrong with you? You’re never this indecisive.”

“I got her out, didn’t I? I’m trying to make sure I don’t get her killed.”

“Then move. You know it in your gut. This needs to happen.”

I glanced back at the door and then back to him. Maybe he was right. But if I left now, Patrick wouldn’t be able to find me. “Where am I supposed to go?”

He stared out into the night for a moment. “Where would Cash take someone?”

“Jones?” I asked, my eyebrows shooting up. “I barely know the guy.”

“That doesn’t matter. You know he’ll take you in.”

“Are you coming with me?”

He shook his head, smiling in self-derision. “Nah. That would lead to questions. When are you coming back? How long are you going to keep running? I’m not coming back, and everyone needs to face that.” His face grew somber the longer he stared at me. “I came back to help you. Don’t fuck that up by telling everyone I’m back.”

“I don’t even have a car,” I sighed, getting back to the topic at hand.

He held up his hand, then opened it, letting his keys dangle from two fingers. “Take mine.”

The keys dropped into my hand and I stared down at them, wondering if it was really that easy. “And what are you going to do?”

“Stay here and wait for them to come. I’ll hold them off,” he smirked. “You save the girl.”

“I thought you hated being the hero?”

“You can’t be the hero if no one knows you’re doing it,” he said before turning and disappearing into the early morning light.

A heavy fog had settled in the air, making it impossible to see an attack coming. Asher was right. I needed to get her out of here now while we could still escape unseen. Decision made, I headed back inside and over to the bed, shaking Mercy awake.

She jolted upright, her face laced in panic until she recognized me. “What time is it?”

“Still early. We need to leave now.”

She shoved her hair back from her face and nodded. “Where are we going?”

“Someplace safe.”

She didn’t say much as she climbed out of bed and got ready. With any luck, we’d be on the road before the fog lifted. Mercy came out a few minutes later, still dressed in the boxers and shirt she was wearing before. I grabbed her hand and pulled her out of the room, spotting a single vehicle in the parking lot.

“What are we doing?” she asked as we rushed to the vehicle.

“Leaving.”

“Where did you get this?” she asked, her eyes wide as I unlocked the doors.

“From a friend.”

She glanced around, looking for anyone who might be watching. We got inside and I cranked the engine. It was an older car, but that was better. We’d blend in. Reaching across her body, I flicked open the glove box and pulled out a gun.

“Thanks, Asher,” I muttered under my breath.

Mercy’s eyes widened at the sight of it. “I’m guessing your friend just happened to have a gun?”

“Something like that.”

“And ten thousand dollars cash?” she said, reaching into the glove box with a shaky hand. She pulled out a wad of cash, still held together by the currency strap.

“What can I say? He’s a good friend.”

She nodded with a laugh. “Remind me to find more friends like yours.” Then her head whipped toward me and she slapped a hand over her mouth.

“What? What is it?”

“Lucy! Oh my gosh. She must be freaking out. I’m sure she’s heard about the building exploding by now. She must think I’m dead! I have to call her.”

“You can’t,” I snapped. “People are trying to kill you. If you call her⁠—”

“But I can’t just let her think I’m dead!”

“If you call her, she’ll be dead too.” Her face paled as she sat back in her seat. Taking her hand, I explained. “Anyone looking for you will look into your friends and coworkers. If they see that Lucy got a call from an unknown number and that she stayed on for a few minutes, they’re going to connect the dots. And then they’re going to go after her because they’ll think she knows something.”

“She doesn’t deserve this,” Mercy said quietly.

“Neither do you.”

But that wasn’t good enough. I knew she would try to get a message to Lucy. I’d just have to make sure that didn’t happen. Otherwise, Lucy would be dead.
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“How many times are we going to drive around town before you think it’s safe to stop?”

Chase’s lips quirked up in a smile. “As many times as it takes until I’m satisfied.”

“Don’t you think if someone was following us, they would have tried something already?”

“Do I go into your surgery and tell you where to cut?”

I sighed and stared out the window at the passing stores. It wasn’t my fault I was so bitchy. I was wearing old clothes and my feet still hurt. Not to mention, I was about to walk into a clothing store dressed like a hobo.

Scratch that. Hobos were dressed nicer than me. At least they had pants on.

“Alright,” Chase said, finally pulling into a parking lot and stopping at the end. “Here’s the plan. We get in and get out. No trying on clothes or shoes. We grab what we need and leave.”

“What if you go in by yourself?”

“Why?”

My eyebrows shot up and then I looked down at myself. “I’m pretty sure the no shoes, no shirt, no entrance applies when a person is only wearing men’s underwear.”

“I think you look cute,” he grinned.

“Well, you don’t count. You’re sleeping with me.”

“So…would it make it better if I put a For Sale sign on your back?”

I narrowed my eyes at him, but it didn’t affect him at all. “I’ll go shopping for you, but you keep your head down.”

“I will.”

He hesitated, but after a moment, shoved his door open. “If anything happens, you scream as loud as you can and you run.”

I gave a tight nod, then ducked down and waited. And then I waited some more. Five minutes passed, but it felt more like an hour. I wasn’t normally so twitchy when I had nothing to do, but without access to the rest of the world, I couldn’t sit still. I just wanted some small scrap of news to tell me what was going on.

I pretended to be asleep when I heard footsteps walking up to the car beside me. It was a woman about my age, her arms filled with things as she juggled her bags to find her keys. An idea hit me and I shoved open the door, jumping out to help.

“Here, let me get that.”

“Thank you,” she smiled, finally grabbing her keys. “I almost dropped that.”

“It’s heavy.”

“A vase for my mother. It’s her birthday.”

“I’m sure she’ll love it,” I smiled as I handed it back over. It was then she saw how I was dressed and tried to hide the concern on her face.

“Are you okay?”

“Actually, I broke down and…it’s a long story. Do you think I could borrow your phone? I just need to call a friend.”

“Of course,” she smiled, handing over her phone immediately.

I took it greedily, dialing Lucy’s number. Chase said it would be a problem if I stayed on for a few minutes, but I could get a quick message to Lucy without staying on more than thirty seconds. Then it wouldn’t be suspicious. And if I called now, she would be at work, which meant it would go to voicemail. Even better.

I dialed, grinning when I was sent straight to voicemail. “Lucy, it’s me. Don’t worry. I’m okay. I’ll get ahold of you when I can.”

I hung up, satisfied that I had taken care of that quickly. If anyone checked, it would look like nothing more than a telemarketer had called. I handed the phone back and thanked her profusely before getting back in the car as if nothing had happened. I held my breath until she drove off, worried she would see Chase and ask if we needed help. Then, it would come out what I had done and Chase would be pissed at me.

Thankfully, she pulled out before he reached the car. Setting everything in the back seat, he glanced over at me. “Everything okay?”

“Still in one piece,” I grinned.

“Good. You can change on the road.”

While most women would argue, I was just grateful to have new things. I grabbed the bags, tore off the tags, and changed after we got back onto the highway.

“So, where are we headed now? You said something about a safe house.”

“A friend of my boss has a place not far from here.”

“Oh, that’s good. So, we should be there in a little bit?”

He winced. “End of the day. Tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow or end of the day tomorrow?”

“The second.”

“That’s not not far from here.”

“I know.”

“Then why did you say it?”

“Because it sounded better than we’ll be driving for two days.”

Well, that sucked, but at least we weren’t going halfway around the world. “So, what are we going to do to entertain ourselves for a two day drive?”

“You could talk to me,” he suggested.

Right. Talk. That was fine when we were just hanging out, but now we were sitting in a car and the pressure was on. Because if we didn’t talk, there was just silence. And if there was just silence, that meant we didn’t have anything to discuss. And if we didn’t have anything to discuss, then something was seriously wrong with our relationship. That meant it was built on the danger of the situation. What did that leave for the rest of the time?

I sat there twiddling my thumbs, trying to come up with decent conversation, but in the end, I waited for him to comment. The problem was, he seemed perfectly content to say nothing at all. Didn’t that bother him? We didn’t know each other that well. Surely he had questions.

“What’s your favorite color?”

I internally chastised myself. Were we in high school again? Who cared what his favorite color was? I doubted he even had one!

“I’m particular to black.”

“No kidding,” I said sarcastically. Everything I’d ever seen him in was black.

“Nope, not kidding. A favorite color says a lot about your personality.”

“If you believe in that sort of thing.”

His gaze slid my way. “If you don’t believe in it, why did you ask?”

“Because I was worried.”

“About what color I liked? Seems an odd thing to get that twisted up about.”

“No,” I said in exasperation. “Doesn’t this bother you?”

“My favorite color?”

I could have smacked him, even though I knew he was teasing me. “The fact that we have nothing to say to each other.”

“We’re talking right now,” he pointed out.

“Yes, about your favorite color.”

“It’s stimulating conversation,” he grinned. “I can’t recall a time I’ve ever had so much fun.”

I huffed in annoyance, crossing my arms over my chest. “I just think we should be able to converse in a normal way, but that’s not happening.”

“And that makes you upset.”

“It should make you upset also, when you really think about it.”

“Maybe that’s your problem. You’re more focused on whether or not we’re having good conversation than actually having a conversation.”

“But that’s the problem! I was straining my brain to think of something to discuss with you, and I couldn’t think of a thing!”

“Because you were trying to force it.”

“Seriously? We’re two intelligent people. I mean, I am. You have your muscles,” I grumbled.

“Thanks,” he chuckled.

“We should be able to find something that interests us both.”

“And we will.”

“And in the meantime, we just sit back and wait for it to happen? Aren’t you…itchy just sitting in silence?”

“I’ve actually always preferred silence.” Then he turned to face me. “Until you came around. I find that a lot has changed since you came into my life.”

Now, this was interesting. “Such as?”

“Such as my general demeanor. I’m usually very cranky and serious.”

“That can’t be right,” I mumbled. “I haven’t seen you cranky even once.”

He shrugged lightly. “Like I said, things are different with you.”

“But why?”

“You can’t guess?”

“Uh…not really.”

“Well, probably because things feel so simple with you. Aside from this conversation.”

I glanced around, sure he was talking about something else. “You remember that we’re on the run, right? Bad guys shooting at us, buildings collapsing, people chasing us through the woods…”

“I don’t think anyone has shot at us yet. I guess there’s more fun to come.”

“But nothing about this is simple.”

“It’s about how easy I am in your company, not whether or not someone is trying to kill us. That just makes it more interesting,” he grinned.

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. This was all so strange to me. I was that girl who went with the flow when it came to relationships, but with Chase, I didn’t want things to turn out as they had in the past. I wanted to make sure what we had would last.

He shot me a handsome smile, taking my hand in his. “Relax. I’ve got you.”

So, I settled into my seat and closed my eyes, trying my best to relax. Because above everything else, I did trust Chase—to keep me safe and with my heart.
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The gentle rocking of the car and the warm sun made it impossible to stay awake. I’d never actually been on a road trip before, so I tried to remember this was a new adventure, and not to freak out about how little I had in common with the man sitting beside me.

We stopped a few times along the way for pee breaks, but other than that, I mostly slept. I liked to think of it as forced sleep. Without a phone, there wasn’t much to do. The radio wasn’t working on the old beater, and after a while, I got used to the silence.

By the time we stopped for dinner, I was exhausted, letting out a loud yawn. “Man, I’m tired.”

“Yeah, all that sleeping really wore you out,” Chase teased.

“I won’t be able to sleep tonight,” I grumbled.

“I’ll make sure you do. But first, let’s get some food.”

Chase pulled up outside a train car diner, leaving me feeling nostalgic. “My parents took me to one of these as a kid. I thought they were so cool.”

“I bet the food sucks,” Chase grumbled. “But the next exit is fifty miles away, and I’m starving.”

I wasn’t as downcast as he was. The thought of sitting in the old leather seats and listening to oldies play on the radio brought back the best memories for me. I practically ran into the diner, excited to check it all out. However, it wasn’t like I remembered. Not that every diner would look the same anyway, but this one had definitely seen better days. The leather on the seats was all cracked, showing signs of rot. The once pristine white and black checkered floor could only be spotted where one of the booths had recently been moved. A dull gray covered the white on the rest of the tiles. As for the counter…rust had taken over, giving the diner a dingy rather rustic feeling.

“Maybe the food is still good,” I winced.

“Do we brave the possibility of food poisoning?”

“I don’t think it’s worth it. I can wait fifty miles.”

He didn’t even respond, grabbing me by the arm to pull me out of the diner, but before we could exit, an older woman walked out of the back with a huge grin on her face.

“Well, hello! Please, sit!”

“We were actually leaving,” Chase said, shooting her a disarming smile.

“Nonsense. There’s not another decent place to eat for miles.” She tugged on my arm, pulling me over to a booth. I shot a pleading look over my shoulder to Chase, but in the end, sat down when she smiled expectantly at me.

“Nowadays, I hardly ever get more than a few customers a day. When I was younger, we used to be busy from dawn until dusk,” she said, reminiscing. “My best friend used to be the cook around here, but she died fifteen years ago this fall. Why, when we opened up this diner, it was nothing more than a pitstop on the side of the road. When the town expanded, we had to open at four just to allow factory workers to get a hot meal before they headed in for their shifts.”

“Did we already pass the town?”

She waved me off, shaking her head. “No, it’s all around you. Most of the houses were torn down in the past ten years. See, the factory was the heart of this town, but the owner’s son died and he couldn’t handle it anymore. He took his own life two months later. The money dried up and the factory closed.” She sighed heavily. “Oh, the people in town stayed for as long as they could. We were all such good friends, but without jobs, people were forced to move on.”

“Except you,” I hedged.

Her smile brightened again. “I could never leave this diner. It’s been my home all my life. Besides, Mary’s buried out back.”

I took it that was her best friend.

“Besides, I haven’t got anywhere to move. I never married, though there was a man,” she smiled. “Oh, he was a charmer. Frank was his name. He was a lawman and the most handsome man in town, but he was transferred when the town shut down.”

“And you didn’t go with him?”

“It was a different time,” she said pointedly, glancing at my left hand, which I promptly tried to hide. “Back then, it would have been improper to move with a man anywhere without first being married. Though, I do wish at times I would have been brave and gone with him.”

She sighed sadly, then seemed to remember herself and waved off the old memories. “Listen to me chatter on. You two came for food. Sit, sit,” she said to Chase. “I’ll grab some drinks and be back in a moment.”

As she hurried off, I shot a pleading look to Chase. He reluctantly joined me at the table. As much as I wanted to leave, the woman seemed so happy to have us. I just couldn’t leave her right now. Chase slid in across from me, wiping off the table, even though it was clean.

“If we get food poisoning, I’m not taking you to the hospital.”

“I don’t buy that for a minute,” I grinned. “I’m sure it’s fine. She seems nice.”

“Yeah,” he whispered. “My mom is nice but can’t cook worth a damn. Should we pay her a visit?”

“Are you saying you want to introduce me to your parents?” I asked, feigning shock. “I wouldn’t say no, but this might not be the visit for it.”

“Probably not. She’s a lot like that old woman. She’d be horrified at the things I’ve done to you.”

“I wouldn’t recommend divulging that information to her. Besides, we’re nowhere near the meet-the-parents stage of this relationship.”

“Yeah? When does that come into play?”

“About the time you propose,” I said carelessly, hoping to throw him off his game.

“So, another week or two,” he nodded. “I’ll remember that.”

I stuck out my tongue at him just as the woman arrived with coffee for both of us, though neither of us asked for it. She pulled out two menus and set them down in front of us. “Now, the special tonight is parmesan chicken. It has been for the past twenty years—every Friday night, but I would recommend the Shepherd’s Pie. It really is the best, if I do say so myself.”

“That sounds great,” I smiled. “And a water with lemon.”

“Of course. And you?” she turned to Chase.

“The same, but a coke.”

“I’ll make yours a double serving. You look like you can eat a lot.”

“Oh, I’m really not that hungry—” Chase tried to argue, but she brushed him off, refusing to let him off so easily.

He sighed as she hurried off to the back. “I don’t suppose anything I say really matters here.”

“It could be great food.”

“It could land us in the hospital,” he said slowly.

“You choose to believe what you want,” I shrugged.

He glanced out the window, his eyes straying out into the dark night.

“Have you ever had Shepherd’s Pie?”

“No,” he answered shortly.

“Well, if it’s anything like my grandmother used to make, I’m sure it’ll be fantastic.”

“We should go.”

I rolled my eyes. “I’m telling you, the food will be fine. I promise you won’t end up in the hospital.”

He slid out of the booth and grabbed my hand. “Now,” he snapped, pulling a hundred dollar bill from his pocket and tossing it on the table.

“What—”

But I didn’t get a chance to ask any more questions as he pulled me out of the diner and took off for the car. I didn’t know why we were in such a rush, but it had to be important if he was running this fast.

“Chase, talk to me,” I shouted as I shut my door and turned to him.

“Seatbelt,” he barked, turning the key and shifting immediately. He spun in his seat as he hit the gas, driving so fast that I nearly fell into the dash before I could get my seatbelt on.

When he hit the brakes, I quickly buckled, not wanting to be thrown around any more than I had to. As he spun the wheel, bright lights shone in my eyes and I had to shield my face.

“Who are they?”

“If I knew that, I would end this thing,” he muttered, hitting the gas once again.

This time, we shot forward, peeling out onto the road as the other vehicle swerved out of the way. I turned in my seat, eagerly watching for what the other vehicle would do. My heart hammered in my chest with every mile we put between us and the diner. This far away from town, we were in complete darkness. There were no streetlights to illuminate the curves in the road—just the car quickly gaining speed behind us.

“Chase—”

“I’m on it,” he muttered, pushing us even faster.

“I don’t get it. How did they find us?”

He didn’t say anything for a moment. “I don’t know. It doesn’t make any sense. We’re completely off the grid.”

“But this isn’t your car. Could they have somehow tracked us?”

“Anything’s possible,” he muttered, turning off the road at the last minute and taking a gravel road that went deep into the forest. All moonlight was blocked by the thick canopy overhead. Chase didn’t slow down, not even for the bumps and dips in the ground.

I grabbed onto the handlebar, terrified we were going to lose a wheel at best. “Chase, this does not feel safe.”

His eyes flashed in the rearview mirror. “Nothing about this is safe.”

The car bounced as we hit a tree root that had snaked up through the road. I screamed as I was thrown against the door. Then Chase jerked the wheel, taking us completely off the road and into a thicket of trees.

“Out now!”

I didn’t hesitate flinging the door open and racing out into the night. We only made it a few hundred feet when he grabbed my arm and swung me over to a tree. “Climb up!”

I used his hand for leverage, then swung myself up into the branches, thinking he would be right behind me, but when I finally reached a safe height and looked down, he was gone.

Panic ripped through me when I couldn’t see him. What if he was in danger? How was I supposed to help him when I didn’t even know if he was safe?

“Chase!” I hissed, hoping he would hear me, but I got no response. I was about to call out again when I heard voices filtering through the night. I snapped my lips shut and slipped back against the branch, praying the shadows kept me hidden. A dizzying feeling washed over me, making me realize I was holding my breath.

“Bet he’s hiding out here like a little bitch,” one of the voices said.

“As soon as we get the money, I’m shooting him. I don’t care what Jeremy said.

“Just as long as⁠—”

I strained to hear as the voice suddenly cut off. I thought I heard a squeak, but then it went deadly silent. Minutes crawled by, leaving me feeling lost and alone. I thought about going down, but then considered that Chase told me to come up here for a reason, probably because I was more of a liability down there.

Soon, the minutes turned into what felt like an hour. I couldn’t take the not knowing. If Chase was injured, I could help him. Decision made, I climbed down the tree as best I could, jumping when I was only a few feet off the ground. As soon as I landed, hands grabbed me, spinning me around. I screamed in surprise, slashing out at the person who dared to sneak up on me.

“Mercy!” Chase shouted, grabbing my attention. “It’s only me. It’s only me.”

My chest heaved as my heart continued to run a marathon in my chest. Then I lashed out and smacked him several times for scaring me, for leaving me, but mostly for making me feel something so strongly for him that I would actually cry. Because there were tears running down my face and I didn’t ever get so scared that I cried.

“Why would you do that?” I shouted, beating my fists against his chest.

“Do what?”

“You left me! You didn’t even tell me what your plan was!”

“Because they were right on our tail, Mercy. I had to keep you safe.”

“Then next time, fill me in before you shove me up a tree and leave me to wonder what the hell happened to you!”

At my growing hysterics, he pulled me into his arms and ran his hand up and down my back. My fists were trapped between our bodies, but after a moment of him holding me tight, I broke down and stopped fighting him, instead trying to wrap my body around his. Sobs broke free in my chest as I finally squirmed out of his tight grip and fisted his shirt in my hands.

It took forever for the shaking to stop, for me to finally get my feet underneath me and realize that he was alive and well in front of me. I buried my face in his shirt and forced myself to calm down. He was okay.

“Hey, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize you would act this way.”

That pissed me off. I shoved back from him and pushed him again for good measure. “You didn’t think I’d be upset that I thought you were dead? You didn’t think it would bother me to have you next to me one minute and gone the next? You said you loved me!”

“Yeah, but you didn’t say it back,” he quipped. “For all I know, you might have been happy I was gone.”

“You’re such an ass!” I shouted, balling up my fists and slamming them into his very thick, muscular arm. “Of course, I was worried about you! We’re in the middle of nowhere! If you were injured, how would I help you?”

“I have no doubt in your skills,” he said calmly. “And I’m sorry I didn’t tell you what was going on. I was in a bit of a hurry. Do you forgive me?”

Well, when he said it so sweetly—and I had finally calmed down a little—I realized that I was more scared of losing him than anything else. “I guess. But don’t do it again.”

“I’ll try not to,” he smiled.

Sighing, I rubbed a hand across my forehead. “So, where are they?”

“That’s why it took me so long. I was getting rid of the bodies.”

My eyebrows shot up in surprise. “The bodies?”

“Well…they were trying to kill us.”

He was right about that. As much as I was curious about the whole thing, I decided it was best not to ask for too many details. “So…what now?”

“Now we get back on the road. Their car isn’t going to be found anytime soon, and there’s nothing leading anyone to us.”

“Except, we still don’t know how they found us to begin with.”

He nodded. “Except that. Let’s take the blows one at a time.”

I rubbed my stomach as I looked up at him. “Any chance we can go back for that Shepherd’s Pie?”
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“Are you sure this is it?” Mercy asked as we pulled down the long driveway to Jones’s place.

“It should be.” I remembered the address from a meeting a year ago. I wasn’t sure why it stuck with me, but it had. Now, I just had to hope that Jones would take us in. He wasn’t known for being the friendliest sort of guy—not that I’d ever met him in person—but I hoped he’d be accommodating to a woman in danger. That, and I hoped he would help me even though he’d never met me before.

The driveway twisted for about a mile before I finally saw a glimpse of the house. And sitting right outside was a minivan I knew all too well. Smirking, I shifted into park and got out, walking over to Patrick and Nick.

“You made it,” I laughed, pulling Patrick in for a hug.

He flinched back, staring at me like I was insane. “What are you doing?”

“Um…I was hugging you.”

He pushed my arms away. “Which is disturbing enough as it is, but you also fucking smiled. What’s wrong with you?” He looked over my shoulder, presumably at Mercy, and shouted, “What’s wrong with him?”

I heard the car door slam and turned to face her. “Nothing that I’m aware of. Why?”

“He hugged me. And he’s smiling. You broke him.”

Mercy looked confused by the whole thing. “So, how did you find me?”

“Tracker.”

I should have known. It’s not like I could ever get away from OPS without someone keeping an eye on me. “I’m surprised you only brought Nick.”

“Well—”

“Hey! Hey, guys!” I heard, coming from the trees.

I groaned, rubbing my eyes tiredly. “I really don’t have the willpower to put up with him right now.”

“It wasn’t my choice. He was driving Cash crazy.”

“So, you decided to force me to deal with him?” I asked incredulously.

“Hey, you didn’t have to ride in the minivan with him the whole time. We stopped for gas and he had a debate with some dad about the benefits of having a minivan like ours.”

“They don’t sell minivans like ours on the street,” I pointed out.

“Exactly!”

Mercy stepped up beside me and I wrapped my arm around her shoulder, pulling her in close to me. “Guys, this is my Mercy. Mercy, this is Patrick, and that evil looking guy is Nick.”

Nick glared at me. “Thanks. Hey,” he said, holding out his hand.

“Seriously, what did you do to him?” Patrick asked. “Are you a good witch or a bad witch?”

“Neither,” Mercy laughed. “I swear, he’s been like this as long as I’ve known him.”

That took Patrick by surprise. “You mean, he was like this in the jungle?”

Mercy nodded.

“That means the problem started before then.”

“Hey, guys!” Fox shouted, running out of the woods, holding up a dead animal. “Look what I found for dinner! Raccoon should make great shawarma!”

I was about to tell him that was disgusting when Nick stepped in. “Raccoons carry leprosy and roundworms.”

Fox stopped and immediately dropped the raccoon. “Seriously?”

“And also rabies.”

Fox stared at the critter, then glanced at us. “Am I going to die?”

“Unfortunately, probably not,” Nick retorted.

“Why unfortunately?” Mercy whispered.

“You’ll find out soon enough.”

“This must be that gal pal of yours!” Fox grinned, running over to us. Just as he was about to wrap his arms around her in a big hug, I snatched a stick off the ground and warded him off with it.

“Step back!”

His face morphed in hurt. “Why would you do that? Do I point sticks at you?”

“You would if I was about to hug your wife while carrying a potentially fatal disease.”

“Relax, the little guy was already dead.”

“Which means he probably died of rabies.”

“Or it could have been the fact that an animal had eaten most of its head,” Fox countered.

“Either way, you’re not coming near her until you wash your hands. Better yet, until you take a shower.”

Fox leaned around me to look at Mercy. “Is he always like this?”

“Um…”

“Yes,” I bit out. “No touching until I’m sure you’re not infected.”

“Fine, but that doesn’t mean I can’t get to know the lovely lady. Would you care to accompany me inside? I make a lovely cup of Matcha tea.”

“Actually, I’m not much of a tea drinker,” Mercy said, skating past that one.

“Before we get carried away with drinking tea, maybe we could sit down and figure out who the hell is trying to kill us.”

“Fine,” he sighed. “If you think that will help.”

Frowning, I turned to Nick. “What’s wrong with him?”

“He didn’t get to meditate the whole way here. He said our bad moods were throwing off his…something. I don’t know; I stopped listening after being in the van with him for five minutes.”

“Have you seen Jones yet?”

“Actually, no. We called, but he didn’t answer. He might not even be here. Cash said he hasn’t been returning his calls.”

“And that’s not unusual?”

“Jones wants to be left alone,” Fox said, pulling a ball of cheese out of his pocket. “He doesn’t like visitors. Want some?” he asked, holding it out to me.

“You carry cheese around in your pocket?”

“Well, it’s the healthy alternative to Funyuns. I mean, I do miss the wonderful flavor, but I feel really centered when I eat cheese. Although, maybe a little bloated, if you know what I mean.”

I ignored him and got back to the subject at hand. “So, are we breaking in or what?”

Fox gasped, pressing his hand to his chest. “Don’t be so savage. This man is our friend. He’s helped us out more times than was necessary. It would be wrong to invade his privacy like that.”

“So, we drove all the way out here, but we’re not going in?” Patrick asked. “He probably has an arsenal in his house, which is kind of what we need right now.”

“I won’t be part of it,” Fox said, turning up his nose at us. “If you’re going to break in, you’re on your own.”

I wasn’t standing around out here waiting for someone to make a decision. Mercy and I had been through hell and back, and we needed a fucking break. I hadn’t even had time to thoroughly clean her feet, though I suspected she took care of hers—and mine while I was asleep.

Stomping up the steps to the house, I banged on the door, just to make sure he was actually gone before barging inside. Patrick and Nick joined me, but Mercy hung back, leaning against the car. I couldn’t blame her. It was strange enough to be around all these people she didn’t know without showing up on some guy’s doorstep to beg for a place to stay.

“See? He’s not there,” Patrick said. “But by all means, knock a few more times and waste the sunlight.”

I slowly turned to him and scowled. “If you want to break in, go for it.”

He grinned at me, clapping me on the shoulder. “See, that’s what I’m talking about. It’s good to have you back.”

“I was never gone,” I grumbled.

“Well, sure, not in body, but your head was on the fritz.” He shoved me aside and got down on his knees, pulling out a lock pick set. He whistled as he got to work, taking way more time than Fox would have. Unfortunately, Fox was on hiatus from doing anything that was deemed wrong.

“Why did Fox come along anyway?” I asked, staring over at him. He was doing some sort of yoga thing right in the middle of the fucking driveway. “It’s not like he’s gonna kill anyone.”

“To piss me off,” Nick grumbled.

“Ah-ha! Success!” Patrick grinned, stuffing his kit in his back pocket. “Would you like to do the honors?”

He bowed low, allowing me to step in front of him. I barely restrained punching him in the face as I marched forward and turned the handle. But that was as far as I got. I heard a faint click and time stopped. I turned to Patrick just as he reached for me, grabbing my shirt.

In slow motion, he jumped, flinging me off the porch in the process. Nick was leaping over the railing when the whole house exploded in a ball of fire. We were thrown from the force of the detonation, landing far from the house. I hit the ground with a thud, bouncing and rolling as my side took the brunt of the damage.

I vaguely heard Mercy shouting and felt hands on me, patting me down, but everything was fuzzy. A loud, piercing sound rang through my head with every moment that passed. It wasn’t until I was rolled over that I saw Mercy and my survival instincts kicked in. I grabbed her, throwing her to the other side of me to protect her. Spinning around, the whole world tilted on its axis, but I kept myself steady as I pulled the gun from the small of my back.

Everything bobbed and weaved in my vision, but it was the bright orange flames that made it impossible to tell what was going on. I struggled to my feet, stumbling as I tried to hold myself upright. Hands grabbed at me, shoving me away from the burning house. The burning sensation finally receded enough that I didn’t feel like I was about to burn alive.

“Let me see!” Mercy shouted, pushing me down on the ground.

“I just got up,” I mumbled, looking at her strangely.

She looked terrified, but I wasn’t sure why. Then again, while the piercing sound was growing dimmer, the swaying in my vision was getting worse. I had the distinct feeling that I was not going to stay awake for long.

“Shit, he’s gonna pass out.”

I nodded as best I could before slumping forward and meeting the ground.
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“Turn the fucking music off!”

“It’s soothing. It heals⁠—”

“I don’t give a fuck what it does. My head is killing me!” Nick shouted.

Wincing, I sat up, rubbing my stiff neck. We were in the minivan and hauling ass down some dirt road. When I tried to move, I realized something was holding me in.

A seatbelt.

That should have been obvious, but the apparent head injury was not helping me think clearly. I fumbled with the lock before releasing it and falling forward.

“What are you doing?” Mercy snapped, shifting between the back seat and the middle. She caught me and shoved me back, then pulled the seatbelt back in place. She grasped my head in her hands and shined a light in my eyes.

I shoved her hand away, wincing at the bright light.

“Will you hold still?”

“I’m fine,” I slurred. Maybe I wasn’t fine.

“You passed out. You hit your head and you got blown up.”

“You can’t get blown up unless you’re on fire,” I mumbled.

She gripped my face and forced me to look down at my clothes. I pressed a finger to one of the holes and wiggled it around.

“What d’ya know,” I slurred. “I got blown up.”

“No kidding. Stay,” she commanded, leaving no room for arguments.

I sort of saluted. It was really more of my hand moving slightly, but the intention was clear in my head. I rolled my head and looked out the window. Fuck, everything was flying by at a dizzying rate. And what was with all the colors? This was so weird.

“What’s happening?”

“You’re drugged,” Mercy said from the back.

“Really?”

“No, as you said, you got blown up. What you’re seeing are the effects of the concussion.”

“Oh.” That made sense.

I turned as much as I could in my seat and watched as she looked over Nick, who was sitting upright in the back seat scowling at her. She was tending to his wounds, which made me a little jealous. Why wasn’t she tending to my wounds? Crap, was I really jealous over who she was taking care of? I must have hit my head harder than I thought.

Patrick nudged me, and it was just then that I realized he was in the seat beside me. Holy fuck, I needed to have my head examined. “Cheese?”

I grimaced, shoving his hand away. “Why would I want cheese?”

He shrugged. “I was hungry.”

I leaned in closer, squinting at the blood dripping from his forehead into his eyes. “Does that hurt?”

“Probably as much as yours.”

I fumbled around my forehead, pressing my hand to a gash. “Ow.”

“Not to be the bearer of bad news,” Fox said from the front, “but it appears someone wants one of you dead. Since Nick, Patrick, and I just got there, I have to assume it’s you and your love.”

“That doesn’t make any sense. We just got there too.”

“Right, but you’re the only one someone is trying to kill.”

Okay, there was that.

“So, I was thinking…if we go back, maybe we can catch whoever did it.”

I leaned forward in my seat, jerking to a stop by the belt. “You want to go back? Our firepower is gone, along with the rest of the house.”

“And Jones,” Patrick pointed out. “Maybe he really was inside. I guess we’ll never know.”

“I say we go back, find the guys, and have a chat with them,” Fox concluded.

“By chat, you mean torture the information out of them, right?”

“Actually, I was thinking…this would be a great opportunity to try out some of my new meditation techniques. If we could get them nice and calm, I’m sure they’ll tell us everything we need to know. It’s sort of like hypnotherapy.”

“Sure, we’ll just sit down with them and persuade them to be hypnotized,” I muttered.

I rubbed my forehead. The longer I was awake, the more the grogginess of the concussion wore off. Now, all that was left was a painful throb.

“You’re all lucky to be alive,” Mercy snapped. “We’re not going back unless I can be sure you’re all cleared for action.”

My lips twitched at her command and the way she said cleared for action.

“But it’ll work,” Fox argued. “I’m like…thirty-eight percent certain,” Fox argued.

“Yeah, that’s like saying you’re thirty-eight percent certain you can fly a plane.”

“Hey, those are good odds if you’re in a jam,” Fox said.

“We’re not going back. I won’t put Mercy in another bad situation. We need to recoup and…not be blown up.”

Fox scoffed. “I can’t believe you’re retreating. We never retreat.”

“Yeah, we also don’t sit down and calmly talk shit out with our enemies, but that’s all you seem to want to do.”

“It’s still not retreating. Besides, this is better for me. I feel calmer. I really like this new vibe I’ve got going.”

“Yeah? And what does the Kamau think of that?”

“Oh no,” he whispered. “How did I not think of this?”

Oh no? Who was this man sitting in front of me?

“I’m guessing the Kamau wouldn’t like your approach.”

“Actually, I was wondering why I didn’t think to bring him in on my new strategy. The Kamau is living this new, peaceful life. I have all the answers and didn’t bother to find out if he’d like to join forces with me.”

Patrick leaned over, keeping his voice low. “Not that this isn’t fascinating, but what are we going to do?” He jerked his head at Fox who was still talking to himself about strategies for bringing Kamau into the fold. “Someone’s trying to kill you and we have no idea who.”

I rubbed my forehead, trying to focus on something other than the pounding in my head. Mercy was still tending to Nick, which was exactly what I needed. If she was busy with taking care of someone, she wouldn’t be focused on the fact that she’d nearly been killed for the third time in less than a week.

“We should head back to OPS.”

“No,” Mercy cut in, obviously eavesdropping. “We need to stop now.”

I glanced around her, seeing Nick fighting to stay conscious. Blood oozed from a wound in his abdomen and something jagged was sticking out.

“How bad?”

“A piece of metal lodged in his stomach. I need a clean room where I can open him up and make sure it’s all gone and then stitch him up. We need to stop. Now.”

I understood the urgency in her voice, though she was trying to tone it down. “I’ll get on it.”

She nodded and turned around, getting back to Nick.

“We need to get Cash on the phone and find a place to stop.”

He pulled out his cell and dialed Cash, putting it on speakerphone.

Wailing filled the minivan as soon as Cash answered. “Yeah?”

The sound pierced my skull, sending pain ricocheting around my head. “Cash, we need assistance.”

“You need what?” he called over the crying.

“Assistance!” I shouted.

“I can’t hear you.”

The wailing intensified and Fox snapped his fingers, holding out his hand. Because I didn’t want to walk away with brain damage, I handed the phone over.

Fox belted out some long, low note that carried on for well over a minute. The crying died down, and when Fox ran out of air, he sucked in another breath and started over again. I shot Patrick a bewildered look, but he just shrugged.

Finally, the kid stopped crying and Fox slowly let the sound die out. “It’s Icelandic throat singing. You’re welcome.”

“Uh…thanks.”

“Better than show tunes, huh?” Fox grinned.

“Sure,” Cash muttered. “So, what is it you need?”

“A safe house. We have some bad news,” Patrick answered.

“When do you not have bad news?” Cash retorted. “Alright, lay it on me.”

“We met up at Jones’s place.”

“And?”

“And he wasn’t there,” Patrick hedged. “At least, we really hope he wasn’t there.”

Silence met us for a moment. “And why’s that?”

“Well, because his house, well, it’s sort of not there anymore.”

I could practically hear Cash grinding his teeth in frustration. “And why is it not there anymore?”

“Because houses tend to…disappear when they get blown up.”

“Goddamnit,” Cash shouted. “Isn’t there anything I can trust you guys to do without causing a major disaster?”

“In our defense, all we did was open the door,” I answered.

“And I was nowhere near it, boss,” Fox shouted.

“Yeah, like I believe that.”

“Really, I wasn’t. I was actually contemplating what our dinner options were. See, I was going to make a raccoon, but then the guys informed me that raccoons carry all sorts of diseases. That actually surprised me. I’ve had raccoon at least six or seven times in my life and never had any issues.”

I shot Patrick a look. “That he knows of,” I whispered.

“Anyway, I was debating between squirrel and opossum. There really isn’t a debate, though. While squirrels have less meat on their bones, it’s harder to catch an opossum. Since they’re out mostly at night, we’d have to wait to catch one, but you can hit a squirrel just by driving down the road. Really, there wasn’t much of a choice⁠—”

“Fox!” Cash shouted. “What does any of this have to do with Jones’s house being blown up?”

“Uh…I guess not a lot.”

“Then why are you telling me?”

“Well, I thought you might like to know what we were doing, but perhaps I was wrong.”

“I want to know pertinent details.”

“Boss, all we need is someplace to lie low for a while. Nick went and got himself impaled,” I explained.

“With what?”

“I’m fine,” Nick grunted. “Give me some alcohol and I’ll burn the fuck out of any infection.”

“And pass out in the process,” Mercy muttered. “Why do things the easy way with a doctor when you can torture yourself?”

“So, to be clear, you don’t know where Jones is,” Cash interrupted.

“That would be correct,” I answered.

“Boss, he’s most likely not blown up,” Fox spoke up. “If he was, don’t you think you’d feel it?”

“Through my psychic powers?”

“He’s your guy,” Fox continued. “You have this thing that you don’t have with anyone else.”

“You mean, like Eva?” Cash growled.

“Boss,” he chuckled. “I have more with her than you do. Don’t get me wrong, she’s your woman, but we share something special.”

“Fox—”

“A location, boss,” I interrupted.

“Right. I’ll let you know.”

He hung up without another word. I glanced at Patrick, who just shrugged. “At least some things never change.”
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I hung back while the guys checked out the safe house. Hopefully, this one wouldn’t explode. I had so many questions about what happened, but my focus right now had to be on the man grumbling in the back seat. I didn’t know him, but I could already tell he wasn’t a happy guy like Patrick.

“Relax. They’ll be fine,” Nick muttered as I paced just outside the van.

I glanced inside the sliding door at the angry man. “You don’t know that. This Jones guy might be dead.”

“He’s not,” Nick sighed, resting his head back.

“How do you know?”

“Because Cash would have been more worried if he thought his friend was dead.”

Trying to distract myself, I decided to find out any information I could. “How long have you worked with these guys?”

“Not long. And way too fucking long.”

“What does that mean?”

“I served with Fox and⁠—”

“Fox was in the military?” I asked in surprise.

“Well, he doesn’t hang around for the fun of it. That’s not true. Maybe he does.”

“You’re talking in riddles.” I looked back at the house, waiting for it to blow up, but as the seconds ticked by, nothing happened.

“Fox is…odd at the best of times. But right now, he’s going through something.”

“Something that could get everyone killed?”

“Doubtful,” he muttered.

“And Patrick?”

“As solid as they come, though a little too happy if you ask me.”

“I didn’t know being happy was a bad thing.”

“It’s not, if you like that sort of thing.”

I knew he was tired and probably on the verge of passing out, but I couldn’t resist asking. “What about you?”

“What about me?”

“You don’t seem to want to be here.”

“Well, I was just impaled by a flying object. That could have something to do with my shitty mood.”

Could be, but I got the feeling he was always like this. “Are you married?”

“Fuck,” he sighed. “How many fucking questions are you going to ask?” He tipped his head back, resting it on the seat.

“Well, I can see you’re going to be a joy to be around.”

“I’m just here to do the fucking job.”

“And I’m just trying to stay alive,” I shot back.

“Then do yourself a favor and stay the fuck away from us.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Nothing,” he grumbled.

“All clear,” Chase said, walking back to the van.

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah. No bombs in this one.”

I nodded, relieved we were going to stay in one spot. I didn’t mind being on the run with Chase. In fact, it was almost a little fun. But the thought of being able to settle down for more than a couple of hours and actually sleep in a bed sounded fantastic. But that would have to wait until I got Nick patched up.

The back seat suddenly swung backward, nearly tossing Nick out of the trunk. “What the fuck?”

“Hey there, friend,” Fox grinned. “Ready to get inside and get patched up?”

“As long as you’re nowhere near the needle.”

Fox tossed his head back and laughed. “You crack me up. Even after all these years, you still have that wicked sense of humor.”

“Glad I can entertain you,” Nick muttered.

I walked around to the back, surprised by how the seat swung back. I’d never seen that before. Then again, I’d never seen rifles hung on the side wall of a minivan either.

“Is the med kit in here?” I asked, pulling at the storage compartment.

“Don’t open that,” Chase said, slapping his hand over mine.

“Why? What’s in there? Porn?” I laughed.

“Those are explosives.”

My eyebrows shot up in surprise. “In…a minivan?”

“It’s a work vehicle,” he explained.

I stepped back, holding up my hands. “Okay, I won’t touch a thing. So, how are we going to get him in the house?”

“Easy,” he said, hitting a button. A gurney slid out from the back end of the minivan, then legs slid out and hit the ground, locking into place.

“Impressive. Any other tricks?”

“Many more, but none we need right now.”

“Do you happen to have a surgical suite in there also?”

“Nope, but we have a plan.”

“Okay, then let’s get him inside so I can start cleaning him up.”

While I stepped back, the guys helped Nick onto the gurney. Fox was rambling on about something that happened while they were serving, and I noticed Nick did his best to drown him out. That seemed to be something they all did around Fox.

Once Nick was inside, Chase joined me in the living room while Fox talked Nick’s ear off. Patrick was nowhere to be seen.

“How are you?” Chase asked.

I quirked an eyebrow at him. “Just dandy.”

“Seriously.”

“I’m fine. A little shocked at the explosion.”

“The first or second?” he asked, his lips twitching in humor.

“I would say the first was worse. By now, I’m an old pro at handling this stuff.”

“Soon you’ll be shooting guns and barking out orders to all of us.”

“I’ll pass on the guns,” I smiled. “I’m a doctor, remember? I’m not interested in causing that much damage.”

“I can load you up with a bunch of rubber bands. Scary, but non-life threatening.”

I slid into his arms and rested my head against his chest. Yes, I was dealing with all this crap, but it still felt good to be wrapped in his arms and feel his warmth on my skin. His hand slid up and down my back soothingly.

“Better?”

“Yeah,” I yawned, feeling like I was about to pass out.

“We need to get your meds.” His voice rumbled against my head, sending shivers down my spine.

“I can make a call.”

“No, you can’t, Mercy. Anyone you call would be very bad.”

I bit my lip, remembering the call I placed the day before to Lucy. Even after the voicemail, she must be worried as hell. I needed to find a way to let her know what was going on, but I couldn’t risk calling her a second time.

“Fox and I are going to the hospital to pick up the supplies you asked for. Patrick will stay with you and Nick.”

“Is it safe?”

“For you, absolutely.”

“And you?” I asked, looking up into his eyes.

“We’ll be fine.”

“Fine is a word that’s used when you’re hoping everything will go as planned.”

He grinned down at me. “Look at you, catching on to the way we talk.”

“So, what’s the plan if things don’t go as planned?”

“Then you’ll listen to Patrick. He’ll take care of you. Just leave Nick behind.”

I smacked his chest. “Don’t say things like that.”

“What? He’s the new guy. He can’t expect us to save his ass all the time.”

“I heard that, fucker!” Nick wheezed from the other room. “Any chance you’re gonna get something to help anytime soon?”

“Why? Are you in pain?”

“Nope!” he called out. “Just want you as far the fuck away from me as possible.”

Chase leaned in and placed a scorching kiss on my mouth. “Don’t wait up.”

I watched as he walked out the door and headed to the car. In a matter of seconds, Fox was chasing after him, jumping in the car just as he took off.

Patrick walked in, setting a phone on the table. “Got anything good to eat?”

“Uh…I just got here.”

“Yeah, about that...”

I waited for the slam about how I’m not good enough for Chase or something. At least, that’s where it felt like this was going.

“While you’re here, are you going to cook for us?”

Taken aback, I wasn’t sure what to say. “Um…I guess.”

“Seriously? Because that would be so awesome.”

“Well, I’m pretty awesome,” I grinned.

“Yeah, that’s what Chase says. Everything is Mercy this and Mercy that. The man wouldn’t shut up about you.”

“Really?”

“Nah,” he grinned. “Actually, he was pretty tight-lipped about you. But he moped around like someone shot his dog, which is how I know whatever happened with the two of you was intense.”

“It was,” I admitted. “So, how long should this hospital thing take?”

He shrugged, kicking his feet up on the table. “Not sure. It depends on how many people they have to deceive.”

“Isn’t this something you always do?”

“Oh, sure. We break into hospitals all the time and steal from them. In fact, it’s listed on our business card,” he grinned.

I should have known better.

“How’s Nick?”

“Passed out for the moment. Which is a good thing because he was very grouchy.”

“You don’t say.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “No need to get snippy. I was simply stating a fact, not complaining.”

He raised his hands, then heaved himself out of his chair. “Well, with that being said, I’m gonna check out the perimeter and stretch the old legs.”

I chuckled to myself at his definition of old. “I’m gonna get cleaned up. I feel like I have three days of grease on me.”

He nodded. “There should be supplies in the bathroom cabinet, but I can’t guarantee they’re not five years old.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

Turning, he whistled and walked out of the room. Staring down at the phone, I bit my lip. I really shouldn’t, but if he used it…

Decision made, I swiped the phone and headed out of the room. After checking on Nick one last time, I went into the bathroom and shut the door. They had a tub. I sighed in relief, then rushed around the bathroom, turning on the water and grabbing the essentials. As the water filled the tub, I dialed Lucy’s number, praying she would pick up.

“Whatever you want, I’m not buying.”

She hung up before I could say anything. Cursing under my breath, I dialed again, hoping she would stay on the phone longer than two seconds.

“Again, not buying⁠—”

“Lucy!” I hissed.

Silence greeted me for a good thirty seconds before I heard her voice. “Mercy?”

“Yes,” I hissed.

“Girl, I thought you were dead.”

“I left you a voicemail. And if you thought I was dead, why don’t you sound sad?”

“Sure, let’s get to that question first. Not the one about how a building collapsed on you and you never showed up for work again.”

“I explained in the message.”

“The one I didn’t get?”

“Did you check your voicemail?”

“You know I suck at that.”

“That doesn’t mean I didn’t leave you a message,” I snapped.

“Yes, but since you know I don’t check voicemail, you would know that leaving me a message wouldn’t do jack shit for making me not worry!”

I cradled the phone between my ear and my shoulder as I started to undress. “Can we stop arguing about this?”

“I’m not arguing. I’m having a friendly conversation.”

“Whatever. The point is I’m alive.”

“Yeah, care to explain how you pulled a Houdini?”

“Chase got me out,” I said breathlessly.

“The hot guy at your apartment? Holy fuck, he was so hot. Does he have a friend?”

“Yes, but⁠—”

“Ugh, because I could really use a good dicking right now.”

I shook my head, wondering how this conversation circled around to her getting laid. “The point is, he rescued me, but something happened and we’re on the run.”

“That’s cool. So, where are you going?”

“Lucy, we’re on the run. I can’t tell you that.”

“Well, then you probably shouldn’t be calling me either.”

“Tell me about it,” I sighed, pulling the phone away from my ear momentarily as I pulled my shirt over my head.

“If you’re not supposed to be calling, then why are you?”

“I thought you were pissed at me for not calling?”

“Well, yeah, but calling seems a little stupid if you’re on the run. I didn’t know that before.”

“I was trying to balance keeping you safe and letting you know I was still alive. Call me crazy, but I wanted to hear your voice.”

“Aww, that’s so sweet. I miss your face too.”

“That’s not exactly what I said.” I climbed over the edge and dipped a toe in the warm water. Sinking down, I hissed as the hot water slid over my skin.

“So, Chase…I bet that’s hot,” she grinned. I could already envision the look on her face—and the fact that she would be flicking the bean after this call.

“Yes, he’s hot. But we’re not alone anymore. Some of his friends joined us and we almost got blown up.”

“But you were already almost blown up,” she said curiously.

“Right, so it happened twice.”

“Wow. You know, you would think he would try to mix it up a little. Next time, you should ask him for something different. Maybe a knifing.”

“I doubt he has any control over how someone else tries to kill us.”

“I’m just suggesting you talk it out with him. That’s not asking too much.”

“Right, I’ll get on that.”

“So, how are things? Is the sex still amazing?”

“It was the night you were at my house, but we haven’t done it since then.”

“Why not? Isn’t that a rule or something when you’re on the run?”

“No, I really don’t think it is.”

“It should be. What’s the point of being in danger if you don’t get some benefits out of it?”

“Um…I don’t know where to go with that.”

“But you’re going home with him or something, right?”

“We haven’t discussed it.”

“Can I go with you?”

“What?”

“Hear me out. I’m your gal pal. We could get jobs wherever we go. We’d be like…like…I don’t know. Two girls that hang out and like to go out with hot guys. I could be your wingwoman.”

“That’s…” I shook my head in amusement. Lucy was the most awesome friend in the world, but also the weirdest.

“Excuse me for having dreams,” Lucy scoffed. “I happen to think a hot guy coming to the rescue is something to aspire to capturing.”

“I’ll see what I can do. Maybe I can hook you up with one of them.”

“Really?” she said excitedly.

“No, not at all. I’m not a matchmaker, and I don’t even know if any of them are good enough for you.”

“Girl, if they have muscles, they’re good for me. Besides, with that much testosterone running through those bodies, how could the sex be bad? It’s just not possible.”

“Just because the sex is good doesn’t mean I would set you up with any of them. I need to test the waters first and make sure whoever he is passes all my tests.”

“Big dick. Big muscles. Those are the tests. Got it?”

“Sure, I’ll whip out the ruler tomorrow,” I drawled.

“Good. I’ll be expecting a list of names by the time this whole thing is over.”

“I’ll get right on that⁠—”

I was cut off by the door swinging open. My eyes widened in horror as Patrick walked in. The grin on his lips faded as he stared at my chest. At first, I thought it was because of my scar, but then I realized my tits weren’t actually under the water.

“Oh shit!”

“What? What is it?”

“Patrick walked in!” I slid down in the water, covering myself as best I could with no bubbles.

“Patrick? Ooh, I like that name. Does he look like McDreamy?”

“Lucy!”

“Mercy, cover up!” Patrick yelled.

“Oh my God!” I screamed.

“Are you orgasming! No fair. You already have one!”

“I gotta go!”

“I want details!” Lucy shouted as I fumbled to shut off the phone, then dropped it in the water.

“Shit!”

Patrick marched over as I struggled to grab the phone. He shoved his hand in the water, grabbing my mound in the process. I squealed and tried to move away, but it was too late. Water sloshed over the tub, soaking his legs as he fumbled backward. His cheeks turned bright red as he lunged forward and grabbed the phone, then yanked his hand out of the water.

“Oh my God, this is so mortifying!”

“For you? I just touched—” He spun around, his shoulders heaving as he shook like he was disgusted. “I can’t believe that happened.”

“You can’t?” I screeched. “Ever heard of knocking?”

“In fact, I have, but I was catching you in the act!” he shouting, spinning around and pointing at me.

“Yes, you caught me. I was taking a bath!”

“And talking on the phone, which you’re not supposed to be doing!”

I started to argue, but snapped my mouth shut instead. Yes, I had been wrong.

Patrick spun away again, shoving his hand through his short hair. “Fuck, Chase is gonna kill me.”

He was. He so was gonna kill Patrick. And me. Possibly me even more because he’d already told me not to call anyone. And I’d done it twice. Not that Chase knew about the first phone call.

Unless…

An idea hit me, one that could save both our asses. It was a gamble, one that could land me in hot water if Patrick was too much of a standup guy. But I had to take the chance.

“You know, I don’t have to tell Chase about what happened here.”

His eyes narrowed on me. “You don’t?”

I shook my head. “I mean, let’s face it, it was just as embarrassing for me as it was for you. And I don’t really want Chase exploding and making this into something it’s not.”

He tipped his head slightly. “I’m listening.”

“You don’t tell him about my little phone call, and I won’t reveal that you shoved your hand in the tub and grabbed me.”

“That’s a gross overstatement of what happened.”

“Is it?” I asked, cocking my head at him. “You did shove your hand in the tub, and whether or not you thought you were grabbing the phone, you grabbed me. I’d say that’s a pretty accurate assessment of what happened.”

“It’s a lie.”

“It’s blackmail.”

His jaw clenched in anger. Granted, he had no reason to be upset. I would never use the incident against him, but it was the only bargaining chip I had. And since he didn’t know me that well, he didn’t know that I found the idea of using something like this against another person absolutely abhorrent.

“I could explain it all away to Chase. He would understand.”

“Would he?”

“You shouldn’t have been on the phone. In my eyes, that’s worse than what just happened.”

I shrugged. “Then by all means, tell him what happened and see how he reacts.” Just for effect, I lifted my leg out of the water and rested it on the end of the tub. He turned bright red and turned away from me.

“Alright, alright! Jesus, woman. Are you trying to get me killed?”

“Not at all. Just looking for a mutually beneficial situation.”

“Yeah, one that gets me killed,” he muttered under his breath. “Fine, you have a deal. But if you step out of line again, I’ll have no choice but to tell him.”

“Deal.”

“And I want this friend’s number when we’re done.”

“So you can interrogate her?”

He glanced over his shoulder. “Sure, that’s the reason,” he grinned, then marched out of the bathroom, slamming the door behind him.

Sliding back into the tub, I smiled at my victory. Of course, it would be short-lived. There was no way Patrick would keep his mouth shut, but at least I would have something to hold over his head when everything blew up.
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CHASE


“I can’t believe I’m stuck with you,” I muttered under my breath as I walked into the hospital.

“I know. It’s exciting, right?” Fox grinned. We headed for the locker rooms, acting like we belonged here. “It’s been a minute since I was in the action.”

“Yeah, but since you’re not willing to use a gun, I’m not sure how helpful you’ll be.”

He shot me a strange look. “Like I could anyway. Didn’t you read the sign? Guns aren’t permitted on hospital premises.”

“Like that’s ever stopped you before.”

“But I’m turning over a new leaf now,” he continued smiling. “It’s a beautiful day without a cloud in sight⁠—”

“What the fuck are you talking about? It rained the whole way here.”

“Shh, you’re totally killing my jam.”

“Ooh, here,” Fox said, slipping through a door.

I followed behind him, being slightly more cautious than he was. I couldn’t be sure he wasn’t just excited to walk around the hospital and check things out.

“Huh, not exactly how I pictured it. You know, the shows on TV make this look a lot more glamorous,” he said, checking out the locker room.

“Yeah, if only hospitals operated like TV shows,” I said sarcastically.

“You got that right. Anyway, let’s grab some scrubs. I don’t know about you, but I always wanted to play a doctor. What do you think my name should be?”

“One that matches a name tag?” I suggested.

“Right,” he snapped his fingers at me. “But I was thinking of being the new guy on campus. You know, going for the friendly guy vibe. Everyone wants to check out the new guy.”

“Which will make it harder for you to steal supplies,” I pointed out.

“And that’s why you’re here, my friend. I’ll keep them busy while you get what we need.”

That worked out just fine for me. With any luck, I’d ditch him and get back to the safe house without having to deal with him. I quickly changed into a set of scrubs, then shot Fox a thumbs up as he waved wildly at me, then pointed at his own scrubs and did a little dance in the mirror.

Fuck, I really wished they hadn’t brought him along.

I pushed the door open, trying to recall the layout of the hospital. Glancing up at the signs, I oriented myself and walked at a brisk pace, trying to mimic the doctor ahead of me. He pushed a door open to the right, but I continued on, panicked when I met a set of double doors that required a keycard to open.

“Follow me,” a voice muttered, then walked ahead and swiped his keycard.

I didn’t know who this guy was, but he obviously knew me or recognized that I was in trouble. Either way, I needed to find out why he was helping me in case my plan went to shit.

It wasn’t until he walked into a patient room that I finally figured out who he was. The person in the bed was unconscious, but Asher kept up the pretense of checking on him.

“What are you doing here?” I hissed, staying in the shadows of the room.

“Saving your ass.”

“In what way?”

“There are medical supplies waiting for you in the room down the hall. I’ve been following you since Jones’s place went up.”

“And you’re just now making yourself known?” I snapped. “Weren’t you even a little worried that one of us might be dead?”

“You had a doctor with you,” he said, continuing to pretend he was checking the computer. “If she couldn’t help you, there wasn’t much I could do. Once I saw you at the safe house, I knew you would need supplies. How’s the head?”

I rubbed the throbbing in my temple and lied. “Good as new.”

“You always were a shit liar,” he chuckled.

“So, that’s it? You came to get supplies for me?”

“Yeah, and then you showed up. Lucky for me, I didn’t have to show my face to anyone.”

“But you could,” I argued. “I’m stuck with fucking Fox. I could use a little decent backup.”

“Since when is Fox not good backup? He’s a little crazy, but generally good in a fight.”

“Since he decided he didn’t want to kill anymore. How the fuck am I supposed to get out of a jam when my partner would rather talk shit out?”

He shrugged. “So, leave him behind. He’ll hold a therapy session while you escape.”

I chuckled, trying not to be pissed that he kept coming and going from my life. He stopped playing with the computer, then walked around to the other side of the patient’s bed. He shook his head, wincing slightly.

“Are you okay?”

He nodded. “Just a little run-in with someone.”

I tensed as I watched his face pale slightly. “Asher, what the fuck is going on? Did you find out something?

He shot me a death glare, then moved swiftly to my side, pressing me against the wall. “You need to keep her hidden.”

“Why? Tell me what you know!” I hissed. “I can’t protect her like this.”

“You can’t protect her no matter what,” he shook his head. “This thing is too fucking big. You’re in too deep.”

“Asher—”

“Take her and run,” he growled. “Get out of the states and lay low.”

“We were already out of the states. How the fuck did that help?” I snapped.

“Then you’d better find a hole to crawl into because if they find her, there’s no fucking way you’ll be able to save her.”

Something nagged at the back of my brain, urging me to remember… “Is this about Rafe?”

He swung around and glared at me. “Don’t ever fucking mention his name to me again.”

“It is, isn’t it? How is Mercy connected to him?”

“I didn’t say she was.”

“You didn’t have to,” I shot back. “Asher, if you were ever my friend…please, tell me what the fuck is going on.”

“I’ll handle it,” he huffed, pushing away from me. “Better me than you.”

There was that self-deprecating side that drove me up the fucking wall. He couldn’t save Jade, so his life wasn’t worth anything. It was absolute bullshit, but from where I was standing, I couldn’t see how to change his mind.

He ran his hand through his hair, and that’s when I saw it. Just a small scar, but it was enough to make anger course through my veins. I snatched his hand and turned it so his wrist was facing up. A thick line, much bigger than I thought, slashed up his wrist, running along the vein.

“What is this?” I asked quietly.

“Don’t fucking worry about it.”

“You tried again,” I murmured. “And I wasn’t there.”

“Yeah, poor Chase,” he laughed. “Not there to do his fucking job, right? But here’s the thing…you can’t save everyone. You have to choose. Who do you choose right now?”

My jaw clenched in anger as I stared at the man I once considered my best friend. In many ways, he still was, but time had passed and I no longer recognized him. He’d kicked me out of his life and flipped me off. There was no saving a man who didn’t want to be saved.

But he was here helping me. That had to count for something. That had to mean he still cared about something other than the grief. “Come with me.”

His gaze snapped up to meet mine and something in his eyes flickered to life. “I…I can’t.”

“You can. You just have to walk out that door with me.”

He shook his head slowly. “It’s a nice thought, but there’s not room for more than one wounded soul.”

“What are you talking about?”

He turned for the door, pulling it open. “You’ll find everything you need in the janitor’s closet at the end of the hall. I grabbed Mercy’s medication,” he said, slipping out the door.

“Asher!”

I raced after him, but when I yanked the door open and spilled out into the hall, he was already gone. Cursing under my breath, I walked down the hall, yanking open the janitor’s closet. Sitting on the floor was a box filled with everything Mercy would need to help Nick. I hoisted it into my arms and backed out just as someone walked up behind me.

“What are you doing?”

“Shit,” I muttered. I slowly turned, facing the orderly staring at me with accusing eyes.

“Who are you?” His eyes dropped to where my name tag should be. “Stay right where you are.”

“You don’t understand. I lost my badge.”

He grabbed the box out of my hands, then started marching down the hall. I couldn’t cause a fight right now, but I needed those fucking supplies.

“Wait!”

He turned and scowled at me. “I’m calling security.”

“You don’t understand,” I said, walking over to him. “Just let me explain.”

“You’re stealing supplies.”

I paused, trying to think of something to say. “Yes.”

“That’s—”

I slammed my fist into his face, wincing as he dropped to the ground. I didn’t normally care about hitting anyone, but this guy was just doing his job. I grabbed his shirt and hauled his body into a room. “I’m really sorry about this,” I murmured, walking out the door.

I grabbed the box and walked down the hall, ignoring the pages for security. I didn’t know if that was about me or possibly Asher, but it was highly unlikely that no one saw what happened. I was just rounding the corner when Fox appeared, wide-eyed and sweating.

“We should go.”

“You think?” I snapped. “What did you do?”

He rushed down the hall alongside me. “I…Nothing really. Okay, I attempted to heal someone with meditation. It didn’t exactly work.”

“I don’t see how that’s harmful.”

“Well, he was in the ICU and I blockaded the doors. Two more minutes and it would have worked. But those assholes kept banging on the door. It totally fucked with my concentration.”

“Yeah, that’s the reason it didn’t work,” I muttered as we walked out the doors.
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Mercy snatched the box out of my hands as soon as I walked through the safe house doors with Fox. While he recounted his story to everyone, I gravitated toward the silence of the kitchen, needing some time to sort my thoughts about Asher. He wanted space, and I was inclined to give it. But everything in my gut told me to let Patrick in on what I knew.

Asher wasn’t healing. Far from it.

But he hadn’t exactly told me where or when I could find him. In fact, he popped up whenever he wanted and left just as quickly.

It’s a nice thought, but there’s not room for more than one wounded soul.

What the fuck was he talking about? I wasn’t a wounded soul. I made peace with the demons in my past. But that clearly wasn’t the way Asher felt. Or maybe he was just trying to find another excuse to push me away. After everything we’d been through, I hoped I could still reach him. It had to be a good sign that he was stalking me. At least I could see with my own two eyes that he wasn’t dying. But that would only last as long as he felt useful. Somehow, I had to find a way to drag him in without sedating him. That would only make him run for the hills.

“Oh my God,” Patrick groaned. “How did you survive the trip to the hospital with him?” He slumped down in the kitchen chair and thunked his head on the table. “The man won’t shut up. Mercy had to shut the door in his face so he didn’t try to heal Nick with meditation.”

“Where is he now?”

“Centering himself,” Patrick said airily. “So, you had a bit of a run-in.”

For a second, my mind flashed to Asher. “Uh…yeah.”

His eyes narrowed on me and I knew I caught myself too late. “What’s going on?”

“Nothing.” I pushed away from the counter. “I was just trying to figure out who the hell is trying to kill us.”

“I thought you said it was the guerrillas that attacked her?”

“That’s what I assumed, and I was pretty damn sure of it.”

“Until?” he asked, knowing there was more.

I sighed, wondering how much I should tell him. No, I couldn’t tell him about Asher. It was out of the question. I was still trying to bring him around, and he explicitly asked me not to tell anyone. “What if this has nothing to do with the last job?”

“Then who do you suspect?”

I looked at him, staring him in the eyes. “Rafe.”

He huffed out a laugh, then stopped when he saw I wasn’t joking. “Seriously?”

I shrugged. “Why not?”

“Why—Chase, you have to have a reason for suspecting him.”

I did, but I couldn’t tell him. “Because he fucks with all our lives. Because this is just the kind of thing he would do. Because I could give you ten more reasons, none of which would actually tell us if he’s behind this. Look, I’m just saying we need to consider it.”

“You know Rafe isn’t going to admit to anything. If he fucked with us, he’s got a reason behind it—one that we’ll most likely never know about.”

“There’s one way we could find out.”

“Yeah? What’s that?”

“We could call Cash.”

He laughed at that. “Because Cash and his brother are so tight? Rafe doesn’t tell Cash anything.”

“No, but he’s the only person who’s likely to know anything. He fucked things up with Jack and Johnny. I doubt Jason is speaking to him.”

“And that still doesn’t mean we’ll find anything out. I have no problem asking him, but I think it’s a waste of time.”

“Well, we can’t just sit around here with our thumbs up our asses,” I snapped.

His brows shot up. “I don’t know about you, but my thumb is nowhere near my ass. However, now that you mention it, I wouldn’t mind getting laid. Any chance I could slip out for a few hours?”

I glared at him.

“Geez, what happened to the guy who was all happy and shit with Mercy?”

“He’s trying not to let anyone else get hurt,” I grumbled.

“Well, tell the other guy to come back. I miss him.”

I flipped him off just as Fox strolled into the room munching on what appeared to be a biscuit. “What are you eating?”

“Filipino healing cookies. It’s made with arrowroot flour. It’s supposed to have healing powers.”

“So, why are you eating them?”

He looked at me funny. “To heal my soul.”

I pointed to the door. “There’s a man in the other room that needs healing.”

“Oh, right, but he’s not going to be eating anytime soon,” Fox nodded. “So, I thought I’d test them out. You’re actually supposed to stamp your coat of arms on the cookie, but I don’t have one.” He frowned, then looked up at me happily. “We should totally have an OPS coat of arms.”

“Yeah,” I said sarcastically. “You should bring that up at the next meeting.”

“I think I will. Good juju,” he said, holding up the cookie. He stuffed the rest in his mouth, then went to the open space in the kitchen and stood in the center. Closing his eyes, he took a deep breath and let out a low booming sound. Flinching, I couldn’t look away without figuring out first what he was doing.

Fox kicked off his shoes and spread his legs until he was in a slight squat.

“Maybe he has to take a shit,” Patrick said, leaning in to whisper.

“I’m guessing that’s not what he’s doing.”

“I’m connecting with Mother Nature. When she’s at odds with me, I can feel it in my core.”

“Yeah? What does she say?” Patrick grinned.

“She tells me to find inner peace.”

“What happened to centering yourself by killing someone?” I asked, not that I wanted him to go on a killing rampage, but seeing him like this was fucking weird.

“Killing was giving me a third eye.”

I glanced at Patrick and mouthed third eye?

“Yeah, I’m out.” He slapped the table and walked out, leaving me alone with Fox. I didn’t want to be here any more than Patrick, so I got up and headed for the door.

“There’s something blocking you,” Fox said, still squatting with his eyes closed.

“What are you talking about?”

“I can feel it. Something is keeping you from getting the answers you seek.”

I just stared at him. “Sure.”

His eyes flew open and he resumed a normal stance. “I’m serious. Think what you will about my new methods for coping, but know this, there is something seriously fucked up with you. Before you can truly move on with Mercy, you need to find out what’s fucking with your head.”

He turned and walked out the back door without another word.
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MERCY


I was avoiding Chase like the plague. I knew Patrick would tell him about the incident earlier. It was only a matter of time. His loyalty to his friend would get in the way of our deal and then I would be screwed. So, I sat in Nick’s room watching over him even though he was doing just fine. In fact, he was passed out from the drugs Patrick had snatched.

The door opened and Chase peeked his head in, destroying the illusion that I could escape him a little longer. “How is he?”

“Good,” I answered. It wasn’t like I could lie about his condition.

“Come here,” he sighed, holding out his hand.

I tried to come up with some reason I had to stay with Nick, but found none. I walked over to the door, preparing myself for the inevitable smackdown I was about to get.

“So, how did things go with Patrick while you were gone?” he asked, a smirk tilting his lips.

My face flamed as I recalled Patrick’s hand in the water. “What?” I laughed nervously. “Fine. Everything was fine. Why do you ask?”

“Because I know Patrick.” He turned to face me, then backed me up against the wall, giving me no wiggle room. “And I also know you.”

I swallowed hard, wondering what exactly that asshole told Chase. “What does that mean?”

“It means…” he said, grabbing a strand of my hair and toying with it. Then his eyes connected with mine again. “I know something happened. I’m just waiting for you to admit it.”

Crap. “N-nothing. Everything was fine. I was in Nick’s room the whole time. You know, taking care of him.”

He narrowed his eyes at me. “The whole time?”

I nodded hesitantly. “Of course.”

He leaned in, his nose running up and down my neck. I tried not to let my knees go weak from his touch, but it was impossible. My eyes slid closed and I grasped his shoulders to hold myself upright.

“You’re sure?”

I nodded vigorously, trying to keep my shit together.

“Then why do you smell clean?”

His lips trailed up my neck, then skimmed across my jaw, making it impossible to think. “I…”

“You were a bad girl, weren’t you?”

“N-no,” I stumbled over the word.

His hand gripped my hip and he jerked me forward, grinding his pelvis against me. His thick cock prodded me, making it even harder to think about the best way out of this.

“Mercy,” he growled under his breath. And then his hand slid from my hip and down to cup my pussy. I gasped from his touch, feeling like I was going to explode on the spot. His thumb brushed against my clit through my pants, but his hands might as well have been touching my skin with how turned on I was.

I panted, trying to think of something to say, anything that didn’t sound like desperate pleading for him to touch me. My breath huffed out in uneven pants as he slowly circled my clit, pressing against it every now and then.

And then he took it a step further, gripping the side of my pants and yanking them down just enough to expose my pussy. I gasped at the cool air hitting me, making the touch of his fingers even more intense. I shivered as his fingers slid through my slick heat. A heaving gasp left my lips as he shoved two fingers inside me, emitting a low growl as he possessed me.

Dark circles filled my vision as he ever-so-slowly pumped his fingers in and out, dragging his thumb against my clit. “Chase,” I panted over and over again as the fire built inside me. My fingernails dug into his skin, drawing blood as my orgasm detonated. I collapsed against his chest, but he didn’t stop.

“Mercy, Mercy,” he rumbled, flicking his thumb over my clit.

I sucked in a ragged breath, trying to stop the fissures from cracking wide open. But it was too late. Heat detonated inside me, sending me whirling for the second time in just under two minutes. I clung to him for dear life, hoping this was the end, but as his fingers entered me again, I knew this was far from over.

“Tell me, Mercy. Tell me or I won’t stop.”

I was about to make some snappy comeback about how stopping would be ridiculous, but I wasn’t sure my pussy could handle too much more.

“Chase, please…”

“Tell me,” he growled. “That’s the only way this ends.”

I whimpered, tears falling from my eyes as my body jerked again from how sensitive I was. His tongue slid up my face, licking up the tears as they fell, which only made him more possessive.

“Your tears are mine, Mercy. This body is mine. No one else’s. Do you understand?”

I gasped as he pinched my clit, twisting it between his fingers until I was sobbing in his arms. “I’m sorry!”

“Sorry for what?”

“I called her!”

He dropped to his knees and pressed his mouth to my pussy, eating me like he was starving. I grabbed his hair between my fingers, holding him to me as his tongue slid over me until I clenched my legs around his head. When he finally came up for air, he pressed his lips to mine. I could taste myself on him, but didn’t pull away. It was so erotic, reminding me why I fell for this man to begin with.

“Should I go again?” he whispered in my ear. “Or are you ready to tell me everything?”

I nodded shakily. There was no way I could take another round of that. I felt like I could pass out at any second, and Chase must have realized that because he pulled up my pants and hoisted me up into his arms, carrying me into the bedroom and kicking the door shut behind us.

Sitting down on the bed, he forced me to straddle his legs and held me over his erection—almost like a threat of what was to come if I didn’t divulge my secrets.

“So, you called someone,” he grumbled, his voice skating over my body. “Who was it?”

“Lucy,” I said softly.

He pulled my hair back behind my shoulders and ran his hands in a caress down my back. “And why did you do that?”

When I didn’t answer, he thrust his hips up, nudging his cock against my throbbing, swollen clit. “Mercy.”

“Because I wanted to make sure she knew I was okay. And…”

“And what?”

“I…I just…needed her to know that I hadn’t run out on her. She’s my family.”

“She’s your friend,” he corrected.

“Not to me. She’s the only person in my life who doesn’t treat me like I’m delicate.”

He grunted in response.

“So…does this mean you forgive me?”

His hand slid back around my hair, tightening almost unbearably. “You knew you weren’t supposed to call anyone.”

“I’m—”

“No excuses, Mercy.” He thrust upward, then rolled me over, pushing between my legs. “You knew you weren’t supposed to call anyone, and now you’ll suffer the consequences.”

He kissed me hard, making me question what exactly the punishment was. Then he was gone, leaving me breathless as he grabbed my pants and jerked them off my legs. I spread for him, but when he grabbed my hips and turned me over, I knew this wasn’t going to be the ride I was expecting.

He jerked my hips back until my ass was in the air, then held me in place as he rubbed his cock against my ass. I gasped, looking over his shoulder. He was naked. When the hell did he get naked? The dark look in his eyes told me I was in for a long night. Then he lined his cock up with my pussy and growled at me.

“Never fucking lie to me, Mercy.”

Then he thrust so hard inside me that I jerked forward, only to be tugged back by my hair. I gasped at the fullness settling deep inside me.

“Hang on, Mercy. Things are about to get rough.”


22
[image: ]
CHASE


I slid my fingertips over her soft cheeks, watching her as she slept. I’d pretty much fucked her until she passed out, but I didn’t feel the least bit guilty about that. She fucking lied to me when I asked her a question, and she already knew she wasn’t supposed to make that phone call.

But I wasn’t really upset. It was all fucking foreplay, down to teasing her about hiding something from me. Hell, I didn’t think she actually had, but when I saw the way her eyes drifted away from me, I knew she was hiding something. And that only made the game more fun.

Now that she was good and fucked, she wouldn’t be leaving my bed anytime soon, which was fine by me. We’d have to stay here for a day or two until Nick recovered, and as long as we weren’t followed, we’d have no problem laying low.

A soft knock at the door pissed me off. I didn’t want to be interrupted right now, not when I was obsessing over the woman in my bed. But I tossed off the rumpled sheet and dragged my ass out of bed, pulling on a pair of jeans. Softly opening the door, I glared at Patrick.

“What the fuck do you want?”

His eyes slid to just over my shoulder where Mercy was sleeping.

I pulled the door behind me. “See something you like?” I growled.

“No!” he said quickly. A little too quickly. “No, nothing like that. I just…” He cleared his throat, his face turning red.

What the fuck happened between the two of them? “What do you need?”

“Cash is on the phone.”

He turned and scurried away, which was so unlike Patrick. Whatever was going on, I would get to the bottom of it, then kick his ass for lying to me. Snatching the phone off the table, I glared at him one last time.

“Yeah?”

“Any developments?”

I narrowed my eyes at Patrick, but spoke to Cash. “You could have asked Patrick that.”

“I did. Now I’m asking you.”

“Why?”

“Jesus, is everything an interrogation? Because she’s your woman. Because you’re the reason I sent your team out, along with one crazy motherfucker. Is it too much to ask that I get some fucking answers from you?”

Mercy being in danger had made me fucking paranoid. I had to get my shit together. “Nothing yet.”

“That’s not what Patrick said,” Cash grumbled. “He said you suspect Rafe.”

“Is that a problem?”

“Would you back off? I’m trying to help,” he snapped.

I turned away from Patrick’s lying face and focused on the conversation. “I don’t know. I…have my suspicions.”

“Why?”

“Can’t tell you that.”

“Listen, if you want my fucking help, then you’re gonna tell me what I need to know.”

I would ask for the same thing in his position, but I couldn’t do that to Asher. He asked me to keep his reemergence a secret, and until he gave me a reason to betray that trust, I wouldn’t do it.

“I have nothing to go on other than this feels like something Rafe might do.”

“To what end? Seriously, you don’t even know what’s going on. A building blew up and some guys were chasing you, but you have no reason why.”

“Like I said⁠—”

“I know what you said. Now you’re gonna give me some fucking reasons why I should go down that route with Rafe. I don’t exactly like having more contact with him than necessary.”

“Sorry, I can’t give you what you want.”

“Then you need to get your ass back here.”

“I can’t do that⁠—”

“I don’t give a shit what you can or can’t do. Mercy patched up Nick. You have one day. After that, you get on the road and head home. Mercy can stay here while you figure shit out.”

I grunted in response, hanging up the phone. I turned and glared at Patrick. “You want to tell me what that was about?”

“Not sure what you mean,”

“Sure you do. The question is why were you talking shit to Cash?”

His eyebrows shot up. “Talking shit? I was filling him in on the details of the job.”

“The job?” I scoffed.

“That’s what this is, Chase. For you, it might be more, but for the rest of us, this is still a job. Friend or not, we have to treat Mercy like a client.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “And what exactly have you been doing to treat her like a client?”

His eyes grew big as he swallowed hard. “What—what do you mean?”

“I’m talking about the shit that went down while I was gone.”

“Nothing happened,” he said quickly.

“Right,” I smirked. “Nothing like…she didn’t call a friend?”

His jaw dropped and he cursed under his breath. “She sold me out!”

“That’s right,” I smirked. “She told me all about what happened. The thing is, I want to know why I had to draw it out of her instead of you just explaining what happened. Do you think I’m that fucking unreasonable?”

I stepped forward, forcing him to step back. “I wouldn’t say unreasonable, but⁠—”

“But what?”

“But this was a tricky situation! The last thing I wanted to do was piss you off.”

“Oh, you did that, alright,” I laughed. “And then you hid it from me. You know what I respect more than anything?”

“Loyalty?” he answered, swallowing hard as I backed him up against the wall. Fuck, whatever else happened, he was shitting his pants over it.

“Trust. Can I trust you with Mercy?”

“Yes! I swear, I didn’t mean to do it.”

“That means fuck all to me,” I growled. “But you see, if you had just come to me and told me what happened, I would have understood. I wouldn’t be fuming because my friend—my teammate—fucking hid the truth from me. I would have a little fucking respect for you.”

“I was just getting the phone!”

My eye twitched as I considered what that meant. “And?”

“And it fell in the tub. I swear to God, I didn’t mean to touch her.”

My nostrils flared in anger as I clenched my jaw, trying not to lose my shit right now. “You…touched her?”

His eyes went impossibly wide as he stared at me. “Oh shit.”

“Oh shit is right. What the fuck do you mean you didn’t mean to touch her?”

“I—she was—it was an accident. The phone slipped and—it’s a satellite phone. It’s fucking expensive! I was just trying to get it and…I grabbed the wrong thing!”

I squeezed my eyes closed and tried to keep the anger bottled up. “You…what exactly did you touch?”

When he didn’t answer, I slammed my hands on either side of his head. For a guy who served in the military, he was acting like a pussy right now.

“I touched her…nether regions! I swear, it was a quick grab, and then I realized what I did and backed the fuck up!”

I slammed my fist against his jaw, watching in satisfaction as he dropped to the ground. “You never should have shoved your hand in the bathtub to begin with, asshole.”

Then I stepped over his body and climbed back into bed with Mercy.
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“Chase!” Mercy hissed in my ear.

“Hmm?” I mumbled, struggling to wake up.

“Wake up!” she whispered.

Rolling over, I peeled my eyes open and smiled at her. “What’s up?”

She jerked her head to the other side of the room, forcing me to follow her gaze. What I saw had me sitting upright.

“Fox! What the hell are you doing?”

He sat cross-legged with his eyes closed and…completely naked. “Centering.”

“Why are you centering in our room? And why the fuck are you naked?”

“Cursing is never the answer,” he said, still not opening his eyes. “As for your first question, I’m centering in here because there’s something wrong and I’m trying to figure out what that is.”

I pinched the bridge of my nose, irritated as fuck that I had to put up with his ass first thing in the morning. “What’s wrong is that someone is trying to kill us.”

“It’s beyond that. In my head, I can see something evil approaching. It has nothing to do with Mercy. At least, not in the way you think.”

“Fox,” I snapped, but he still didn’t open his eyes. “Fox!”

Sighing, he looked at me and he was pissed. “I was almost there. Why did you have to interrupt me?”

“Because you’re naked in my room! Get the fuck out!”

“You know, I was trying to do you a favor.”

“Well, you can do me a really big favor by covering your dick,” I said, throwing a pillow at him.

He caught it and set it in his lap. I was never touching that again. “You should listen to me. Your aura is all off.”

“You don’t even know what the fuck you’re talking about. You’re just spouting a bunch of crap.”

“Crap to you. But since I dug deeper into meditation, I’m really picking up these crazy vibes. I’m telling you, it’s a high unlike anything I’ve felt before.”

I stared at the crazy fucker on my floor and snapped. “Get out. Get out, get out, get out!”

When he didn’t immediately move, I threw the covers off and stalked toward him. He scrambled to his feet, dropping the pillow. In that moment, it struck me how weird as fuck it was that we were both standing naked in a standoff in front of Mercy.

The door swung open and Nick walked in, staring at both us with a pained expression. “I expected this from him,” he eyed me. “He’s crazy. What’s your excuse?”

“I woke up to him in my room. I was sleeping.”

Nick shoved a hand through his thick, black hair. “Whatever. We should get on the road.”

“Are you ready for that?”

Sighing, he held his hand up. “Can you put some damn pants on?”

“It’s my fucking room!” I shouted as Nick walked out.

“Just to be clear,” Fox said, “are you against me being in your room or being in your room naked?”

I narrowed my eyes and he quickly scrambled out before I could punch him in the face. Mercy was laughing behind me. Sure, it was funny to her. She didn’t have to deal with this shit all the time.

“Just remember what happened last night,” I growled.

“Yes, I do,” she grinned. “I think that was some of the best sex yet. And you thought you were punishing me.”

I tried not to let my lips twitch, but failed miserably. She had this way of making me release my anger and calm the fuck down when I thought I’d lose my shit.

“Is Nick okay to travel?”

“I’ll check on him, but I highly doubt he would let me tell him to sit around for another day.”

“Not if it involved being around Fox for another day.”

She cocked her head curiously. “What’s with that anyway? I thought they were friends?”

“You can be friends with someone and still want to strangle them.” I knew that from personal experience with Asher. I had a love/hate relationship with the way he chose to shut me out and keep me in the loop at the same time.

Speaking of which, I needed to find a way to get ahold of him. If he was going to keep disappearing on me, I would never get the answers I needed. How the hell was I supposed to know if it was safe to go anywhere when he wouldn’t tell me if Rafe was involved or if I was looking in the wrong direction?

“I’ll go make sure Nick is good to go,” Mercy said, sidling past me. “You should put some pants on before I come back here and decide that last night wasn’t enough.

“Then I guess I’ll stay naked.”

“Please don’t.”

I looked up into Patrick’s pitiful eye as he stood in my doorway. The other eye was purple and swollen. I wasn’t the least bit sorry. He deserved it for even thinking of sticking his hand in the bathtub with Mercy, whether our last form of communication with Cash was on the line or not.

Mercy slipped out of my grasp and past Patrick, who had the decency to blush as she passed. Grabbing my pants off the floor, I quickly dressed. “What do you want?”

“The same as everyone else. To get the fuck out of here and forget this trip ever happened.”

“Do you have a route planned?”

“Yeah, I went over it with Nick this morning while you were…sleeping.”

I took that as a sign that he heard the multiple times I woke Mercy up to fuck throughout the night. “Any obstacles along the way?”

“A bit of slow traffic in spots, but I assume you want to get to OPS as quickly as possible.”

“Yeah. I don’t like the thought of being on the road for too long.”

“There’s a lot of open road along the way,” he said hesitantly. “We might be better off asking Cash to send another team out.”

“Getting another vehicle would be pointless,” I said more to myself than him. “Nick and Fox are out, which leaves you and me to protect Mercy.”

“Don’t let Nick hear you say that,” Patrick grumbled.

“But staying here another day to wait for another team could be just as dangerous.”

“If we move now, we might be able to keep whoever it is from tracking us,” Patrick agreed. “Since we don’t know how they’re tracking us, we can’t guarantee the safety of this house for too long.”

“If this is about Mercy—” he hedged.

“I don’t think it is.”

“But if it is, are you certain there’s no one else that could be trying to kill her? I mean, it all started at her apartment.”

“It’s more likely that it’s about Rafe. He’s the one always fucking with our lives.”

“What if it’s not either of you?”

My gaze shot to his. “What are you talking about?”

He shrugged. “A series of random events.”

“Yeah, I took her on the run because I wasn’t fucking sure.”

“Were you? Chase, you bashed your head in during the explosion. No one would think⁠—”

“Are you fucking serious?” I snapped. “I saw that fucker outside her apartment. And I saw him after the explosion. It was intentional. And we didn’t get chased into the state park by a ghost. Someone was trying to kill us.”

“Alright, alright,” he said, holding up his hands. “I’m sorry. It’s just, without anything to go on, I’m trying to figure out some other explanation for what’s happening.”

“What’s happening is exactly what I already told you. If you want to help, make sure we get home in one fucking piece.”

His face hardened and he gave a slight nod. “Right. I’ll start getting our shit together.”

Right or wrong, I told him what I needed. Figuring out who was after us wouldn’t help us right now. In a day, we’d be back at OPS and then we could pool all our resources into figuring out who would want us dead. I wouldn’t do anything else to put Mercy’s life at risk.
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MERCY


“Did you take your medicine?”

“Yes, dear,” I said, smiling up at Chase and batting my eyes as he grabbed the last of our measly things for the road.

“Don’t give me that shit. I already almost lost you once because of your heart condition. I don’t need to go through that again.”

I grabbed his arm, stopping him from walking away. “I know you’re worried, but don’t treat me like that. You got me the meds, and I wouldn’t be stupid enough not to take them. I know what happens if I don’t.”

He dropped the bag and gripped me around the back of the neck. “Maybe you’re used to all of this shit, but I’m not. So, if I need to reassure myself that you’re doing everything fucking possible to ensure you’re healthy, then I’ll fucking do it.”

I smacked his hand away, irritated with his attitude. Last night, I didn’t mind the way he talked to me and forced orgasm after orgasm, but nobody had a right to lecture me.

“Chase, you need to get something clear in your head right now. My parents started acting like they controlled me and all it did was push me further away. I know you need reassurances, but taking this high-handed approach will only make me run. I’m a doctor and I’ve been through this before. Don’t for one second think you can push me around.”

“And I’m just supposed to take the back seat in all this and pretend like it’s no big deal?”

“Yes, because I’m an adult and I can take care of myself.”

“Not based on what happened in the jungle.”

My nostrils flared in annoyance. “If you’re going to bring that up for every argument, then we’re going to have a problem. My life is not yours to rule.”

He narrowed his eyes at me. “That’s funny because I thought me being a part of your life gave me certain perks like having some fucking say in how you treat your body when you know it could kill you!”

“I would never do anything to myself to⁠—”

“Are you fucking serious?” he exploded. “You would never do anything except wander out into the jungle when you know one bad infection could kill you!”

I was so fucking pissed right now. What happened to the man who joked and teased with me? Where was the man who had a control on his anger? “Chase, I’m warning you, back off.”

“Not a fucking chance in hell. Your life is tied to mine. If anything happens to you, that’s it for me. Don’t you get that?”

“No, I don’t,” I snapped. “We haven’t known each other for long enough for me to feel comfortable with you putting these demands on me.”

“Get used to it because that’s not changing anytime soon.” He turned and grabbed the bag he dropped and hoisted it over his shoulder as he strode away.

I was so fucking pissed, but didn’t know how to argue with a man who clearly couldn’t see the gigantic mistake he was making. And where had all that come from? In the time I’d known him—which wasn’t long, granted—he had never once lost his temper like that. Even Patrick said he was like a different person around me, so what triggered him to act out like that?

“Everything okay?” Patrick asked.

“No.” I thought about not saying anything, but this was too important. “Patrick, you said Chase was different around me. Did you only notice a difference when he was in the jungle?”

“Yeah, only when he’s around you. Why?”

I couldn’t put my finger on it, but something else had to be going on. “There have been a few times that Chase has said he had a feeling about something, but he won’t expand on that. And the first motel we stopped at, he said a friend helped him. Do you know who that friend would be?”

Patrick shook his head slightly, then stopped. “Maybe. But…”

“But what?”

“Our teammate Asher left. He’s the only one I know that Chase would go to for help. But none of us knows where he is.”

“He told me about him. I hadn’t considered he would go to him,” I said, chewing my lip.

“He told you about Asher?”

“Yeah, is that unusual?”

“Not necessarily,” he replied. “Maybe— we should go.”

I looked up and saw Chase watching us. This wasn’t the time to have this conversation, but I had to figure out what was going on with Chase. Because if this was the real him, we didn’t stand a chance. I didn’t do ultimatums, and if someone tried to shove me into a corner, I shut down.

Fox slung his arm around me as we headed to the car. I had the urge to shrug him off, not because he was bothering me, but because Chase looked like he wanted to murder him. That wasn’t something I needed to deal with right now.

“Is there something I need to know?” Chase asked as I walked up to the car.

“Your lady love was just walking with me. I think she⁠—”

“I don’t give a fuck what you think,” Chase snarled.

Stepping out from under Fox’s arm, I got in Chase’s face. “Whatever it is that has you acting like this, it needs to stop.”

“We already discussed this.”

“No, you decided to be a royal jackass. Don’t push me, Chase. I’ll walk out of your life and never come back.”

“Don’t threaten me.”

“Then don’t give me ultimatums. Until you can talk to me like the man from yesterday, don’t even open your mouth.”

I strode past him without another word, climbing into the very back of the minivan to escape him. When everyone was in the van, Fox cleared his throat from the driver’s side.

“Well, this should be a fun ride.”
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The hours crept by in silence. Fox occasionally tried to start up a conversation, but he gave up after the fifth attempt. Nick moved to the back with me so he could lay down somewhat. He slept most of the way which gave me a reprieve from having to make conversation. It wasn’t until we stopped for dinner that I finally gave up the notion that I could remain silent the whole way.

Chase was waiting for me as I climbed out of the back. The look on his face was more regretful than anything. “How are you?”

“Starving,” I admitted, stretching out my back.

“It’s not much,” he said, glancing at the diner.

“It’s food. That’s all I care about.”

He placed his hand on my back and guided me inside. Whatever bad mood he was in, it must have receded as the day went on. We were seated at a large table toward the front of the restaurant, in prime view of the parking lot. Nick eased down in his seat, looking a little worse for wear.

“Are we staying in a hotel tonight?” I asked cheerily.

“I was thinking we’d drive straight through,” Chase answered, tipping his coffee mug at the incoming waitress.

With one glance at Nick, I knew that wouldn’t be possible. Chase followed my gaze and frowned. Nick was slumped in his seat, barely keeping his eyes open. The minivan, while comfortable, was not conducive to healing.

“But we can stop somewhere.”

“Maybe someplace with a nice big tub?” I grinned, trying to keep the mood light.

“Just as long as the tub is separate from my room,” Patrick grumbled, reminding Chase of what happened.

I internally winced, hoping Chase wouldn’t explode at the table and embarrass me, but instead he grinned.

“I think Patrick learned his lesson about you and tubs.”

Relief flooded me, but I didn’t dare tease Chase or Patrick in case it had the opposite effect.

“Yeah, that’s great and all, but the real question is if they have shawarma here,” Fox said, plucking a menu from the holder.

The waitress walked over with a pot of coffee and started pouring. “Hey, y’all. What can I get you this evening besides coffee?”

“Can I have a lemon water?” I asked, smiling at her in return.

“Any chance you have shawarma?” Fox asked.

“What is shawarma?”

“Fox, they don’t have it,” Chase interjected.

“It’s worth asking.”

“This is a diner. They have sandwiches and⁠—”

“And a bunch of greasy food,” the waitress cackled. “I can get you anything like that.”

“Why don’t you ask for Funyuns?” Patrick grinned. “I’m sure they could help you out.”

Fox slumped in his seat, clearly depressed about everything in the world. “I don’t eat Funyuns anymore. Man, this being on the road sucks. Nobody has anything I want to eat.”

“What about a salad?” I asked.

“I’ll come back in a few minutes when you’ve had a chance to look over the menu,” the waitress said, clearly bored with our conversation.

Fox sighed heavily, tossing aside the menu. “I knew I should have brought those little jars of Caviart.”

I could have sworn I heard him wrong. “Caviar?”

“No, Caviart. It’s a seaweed based caviar. Delicious and goes great with plant-based canapés.”

I cringed at the thought of anything plant-based and seaweed. Was that really a thing? “Wouldn’t that be sort of messy on the road?”

“Messy, but so fulfilling,” he sighed.

I scoured the menu desperately for anything that looked plant-based, but came up empty. “Maybe they have almond milk.”

“I would prefer cashew milk,” he said glumly.

Man, the poor guy couldn’t catch a break.

“You’re losing too much weight,” Patrick noticed. “Don’t you think it’s time to start eating…normal food again?”

“I do eat normal food,” Fox retorted. “I’m at one with nature and I take care of my body in ways I never have before. In fact, I had this idea for some meditation seminars. I know I have daily meditation time, but no one really seems interested. I thought maybe if I had a seminar, I could help everyone get centered.”

“Cash will never go for that,” Chase grumbled.

“Never say never,” Fox grinned. “Trust me, I have it all planned out.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of,” Chase grumbled.

By the time we ordered, I was slumping against Chase in my chair, already half asleep. The sounds of the guys bantering lulled me into a sense of peace I hadn’t felt in days. Chase nudged me when the food arrived, and I perked up instantly, my mouth watering at the food in front of me.

“Disgusting,” Fox said, tossing the bun from his burger to the side. Shoving back from the table, he muttered, “I’m going to find some food.”

I watched as he walked out the door, confused as to where he was going. “There were no other restaurants around. Where is he going?”

“Maybe to find another raccoon,” Patrick mumbled as he shoved his triple decker burger into his mouth.

I dug into my waffles, moaning as I slid the first syrupy bite into my mouth. “God, that’s good.”

The whole table was silent as I shoved a second bite into my mouth. And as I cut the third piece, I looked up to find all the guys staring at me. The heated gaze Chase shot my way had me licking my lips. His thumb brushed against the corner of my mouth, taking a dash of syrup with him. When he sucked the syrup from his thumb, I almost tackled him. Then I remembered we were in a public space and mounting him would not be appreciated.

Nick cleared his throat. “Didn’t need porn and a show.”

“I like it,” Patrick grinned. “We’re on the run. Might as well have some entertainment value.”

I blushed furiously, dropping my gaze back to my food. I was careful not to make too many noises as I continued eating. It wasn’t like I needed to embarrass myself further. I was almost done eating when the bell above the door rang and Fox strolled in with a grin on his face. He slid into the booth with a big grin on his face and a handful of weeds in his hands.

“Uh, whatcha doin’ there?” Patrick asked.

“Eating. Yep, just need to grind these up and I’ll have a tasty treat on my hands.”

“Those are weeds,” I pointed out.

“Weeds to some, but edible delights to others. It takes a trained eye to find the best of the best,” he said, tapping his temple. “Never fear. I shall make us something delicious to nourish our bodies and souls.”

“I’ll pass,” Chase said.

“Me too,” Patrick said, grimacing at the weeds.

Fox’s eyes flicked to Nick. “Don’t even look at me like that. I dealt with your crazy in the military. I didn’t eat the beetles and I’m not eating weeds either.”

“Beetles?” I said, trying to disguise my disgust.

“Oh, yeah,” Fox grinned. “They’re full of protein and vitamins. A very healthy substitute to an MRE.”

“Sorry, a what?”

“Meal, Ready-to-Eat,” Chase answered. “Disgusting, but necessary in a war zone.”

“But…we’re not in a war zone. And you don’t have to eat beetles or weeds.”

Fox frowned at me. “Need to? No, but should—most definitely. Do you have any idea how many antioxidants are in these?” he pointed to the weeds. “Or the anti-inflammatory properties they carry?” He looked at Nick. “I’m so silly. I should have made this for you as soon as you were injured.”

“That’s okay,” Nick said, scowling at the weeds.

“Really, it’s selfish of me to keep these to myself when they could help you so much.”

“I think I’ll take my chances with the actual medicine.”

Fox grinned at him, shaking his finger. “You don’t fool me. I see what you’re doing.”

“What is he doing?” I asked curiously.

“He’s purposely refusing these because he knows I can’t stand to eat this pitiful substitute for food. I love you, man.”

Nick jerked his chin at Fox. “Sure. Whatever.”

Fox shoved his chair back and wrapped an arm around Nick’s neck. “Such a good friend.”

He slapped him on the back and sat back in his seat, getting to work grinding the weeds down. Thank God I was almost finished with my food. If I had seen this before, I wouldn’t have been able to eat.

“I think I’ll use the restroom,” I said, shoving back from the table.

Chase followed me. I assumed he was using the men’s restroom, but instead, he walked right into the women’s restroom with me. “What are you doing?” I chuckled.

“Checking it out.”

He walked past me, checking each stall as I watched curiously. “It’s all clear.”

I bit back my laughter as he walked over to me. “No assassins in the toilets?”

“Not this time.”

I quirked an eyebrow at him as he continued to stand there. “Are you going to leave?”

“Not a chance.”

Sighing, I pressed my hand to his chest. “Chase, no one is coming to kill me.”

“Excuse me if I don’t see things the same way. I’d rather be overly cautious than leave you unprotected.”

“In a bathroom,” I stressed.

He shrugged. “You can go now or in five minutes when you realize I’m not leaving.”

I could see the sincerity in his words. If I stood here all day, he’d stay right with me, refusing to leave my side. “Fine, but no listening to me pee.”

“Sure, I’ll cover my ears.”

I glared at him, then went into the biggest stall and locked the door. This was so uncomfortable. I’d never peed in front of a man before. Dropping my pants, I sat down and tried my best, but I had stage fright. Several minutes passed where I tried everything from plugging my ears to singing quietly to myself. Nothing helped.

The door on the next stall closed and I heard the metal of a zipper as I watched Chase spread his legs slightly. The sound of liquid hitting the bowl allowed me to loosen up enough to finally let go.

“Better?”

“Don’t speak,” I chastised, finishing my business.

When I was done, I washed my hands, ignoring Chase’s smirk as he dried his. That was too weird for comfort. If I could avoid ever peeing with him in the same room again, I would do it at all costs.

“Finally,” Patrick grumbled as we returned to the table. “I was beginning to think I’d have to join you in there.”

“Why would you join them?” Fox asked.

“So I don’t have to smell this disgusting weed concoction you made.”

“It’s not weird. Ask anyone in here. I bet they’ll tell you they’ve eaten weeds before. It’s the healthy part of any diet.”

Nick shoved back from his seat, wincing as he stood. “How about we don’t draw attention to ourselves by being labeled the crazy weed eaters?”

“I second that,” Patrick agreed. “We should hit the road. I booked us a room in Denver. That leaves us with about seven hours of driving tomorrow.”

I refrained from asking any further questions until we were in the minivan and on the road. This time, I let Nick have the back to himself and I sat in the middle with Chase.

“So, what happens once we’re back at your place? What’s to stop someone from reaching me there?”

“You’ll see when we get there,” Chase grinned. “Let’s just say it’s very protected.”

“And then what? I just wait?”

“Pretty much. I’m sorry it has to be this way, but⁠—”

“It’s fine,” I cut him off. “I trust you.”

He nodded slightly, taking my hand in his. Things weren’t fixed, but we were getting there. Maybe there were some bumps in the road. At least they weren’t potholes.
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As soon as we entered the city, the hairs on the back of my neck rose and wouldn’t go down. Something was very wrong with this, but I seemed to be the only one who felt it. I didn’t want to worry Mercy, but I caught Fox’s gaze in the rearview mirror and conveyed my concerns. Thankfully, he didn’t voice his opinions out loud for once in his life.

“I’m just saying that there’s no way I’m going to a naked meditation class,” Patrick snapped at Fox.

“The only way to truly connect with yourself is to be at one with nature.”

“And I’m telling you that I’m as much at peace with myself as I’m ever going to be. If you say anything about me connecting with anyone else while naked, I’ll punch you in the face.”

“Why did we bring him?” Nick groaned. “Just give me a gun. I’ll shoot myself now.”

Mercy grinned, turning in her seat. “Don’t tell me I patched you up just for you to lose it over a little conversation.”

Nick grunted, not bothering to look at her. “Did they tell you what I did before this?”

“No.”

“I had a job as a police officer in California. I gave it all up to help Fox and his girl out of a tricky situation. So, I moved here and got a job in town with Cash’s help,” he grumbled. “Do I need to tell you what happened?”

Her eyes flicked to mine. “I’m guessing you lost it because of something that happened?”

He sighed heavily. “Fox was certain he was onto a lead for FNG. I believed him and look at where I am now.”

“Damn straight,” Fox grinned maniacally. “The team is back together again!”

“The team was never supposed to be together again,” Nick retorted.

“We should really have a name for ourselves.”

“We do,” I interrupted. “OPS.”

Fox snorted. “Not for that team. I’m talking about the Kamau, Nick, and me. Now, let’s see. What’s a good name for us?” He strummed his thumbs on the steering wheel as he pulled up in front of the hotel. “I’ve got it! The Terrific Three!”

Patrick scoffed. “It seems when you stopped eating Funyuns, the clever part of your brain went out the window along with your personality.”

I opened the door and swept the street with my gaze, looking for anything unusual. So far, there were no signs of anyone dangerous around, but that didn’t mean it was safe. A man on the corner sat in a squat, pulling his coat tight around him. A homeless disguise was the oldest trick in the book. Everyone ignored the homeless, so they blended into the crowd without anyone noticing. It was the best cover—and the worst now that everyone knew that particular trick.

I knocked on Patrick’s window, waiting for him to roll it down. “Patrick, check out the homeless man.”

“What homeless man?” he asked, scanning the sidewalk.

I turned back to the target, but he’d already moved. I checked every single person on the sidewalk, but none of them were the man I’d seen staking out the hotel. “Never mind. Guess he moved on. I’m gonna check in. Stay frosty.”

Patrick nodded while ignoring Fox as he called out more horrible team names. Shutting the sliding door, I headed inside, taking a head count of all the employees and what their positions were.

A few customers roamed around the lobby, but none of them seemed particularly interested in anything other than themselves. Walking up to the front desk, I gave the name I used at all OPS hotels check-ins. The woman behind the counter gave me a once-over, then continued to look up at me as she entered my information. This was wrong. This woman was showing way too much interest in me, and I knew it wasn’t because of my good looks. I’d seen women check me out before. There was a look women got when they were interested in sex. This woman was studying me like she would a target.

As soon as I walked out, she would alert someone we were here. I knew it.

“Is it just you checking in?”

I maintained eye contact, shooting her a charming smile. “And my wife.”

She nodded, but as she typed, her brow furrowed. “That’s a large room for the two of you. Would you like me to check if another room is available?”

“No, we like to stay in large rooms.”

She shot me a smile that was way too placating. “No problem, sir. I’ll just need a credit card on file.”

I pulled out the card I was given from Cash when I first started at OPS. All of us had credit cards under an alias in case we needed to lay low. Handing it over, I watched as she curiously checked it over. Her eyes flicked up to mine for just a split second before she ran the card. I didn’t know who she was working for, but that alias was now blown. I was sure of it.

She smiled at me as she handed the card back and slid over the keycards for the room. “You’ll be staying in 418. Breakfast is served in the dining area from six until ten. Please let us know if there’s anything you need.”

She tapped the keycard twice and her eyes flicked over my shoulder. I didn’t dare look behind me. That would only tip her off that I knew she was onto me.

Grabbing the card, I smiled at her. “Thank you.”

I turned to walk out, but stuttered when I saw Patrick walking in with Nick and Mercy. He shook his head slightly as he checked out our surroundings.

“What happened?” I asked, joining the group as I showed him our room number. We headed toward the elevator, but when I pressed the button, I nodded to the door at the end of the hall.

“The police wouldn’t let us wait by the curb. Fox is parking.”

“We’re not staying,” I whispered. “Something’s wrong. We’ll split up.”

“No, we should stay together.”

“It’ll look too suspicious,” I countered. “Four of us walking out the back will only raise the alarm.”

“Nick and I can head to the side exit. We’ll meet you out back.”

I nodded and dragged Mercy down the hall to the back exit just as the elevator doors opened.

“What’s going on?” Mercy hissed, stumbling to keep up with me.

“We’re leaving.”

I heard Patrick talking to someone, but didn’t dare turn around. Once we were clear of all eyes, I pulled my gun from my holster, keeping it against my leg and out of sight. I shoved the door open, peering out into the night, but couldn’t see a thing. Something clanged against metal and I spun, pointing my gun in the direction of the sound. A man was taking out the garbage and watched me carefully as he headed my way.

I immediately dropped my weapon, hiding it at my side. The man continued toward me, his eyes watching me warily.

“Stay behind me,” I said as we walked out the door.

I nodded to the man, getting a bad feeling as we passed. His neck was riddled with tattoos, most of them gang tattoos but that wasn’t what set me on edge. The look in his eyes was one I recognized. He was preparing for battle, and there was only one way that would end. His hand moved to his side and he spun, but he never got a chance to fire his weapon.

The muzzle flash was the only warning I had before gunshots rang out across the parking lot. I shoved Mercy down and pulled my weapon, kneeling over her as I fired. I relied on my other senses as I fired into the darkness.

Mercy let out a shriek as she covered her head. “Stay down!” I shouted, pressing my hand to her back when she tried to get up.

The muzzle flash led me straight to them, but out here, we were sitting ducks. I saw the man covered in tattoos drop seconds later, and felt slightly bad that he was caught up in this when he should be safely inside the building. But I couldn’t worry about him right now.

“Move!” Patrick shouted, laying down cover fire for me.

I grabbed Mercy by the arm and hauled her to her feet, shoving her over to the dumpster a few feet away. She stumbled a few times as bullets pinged around us. I shoved her to the ground and ejected my empty magazine, then reloaded.

Swinging out of hiding, I fired round after round, not stopping until the gunfire died down. Staying hidden, I waited out the silence. Just because they weren’t firing didn’t mean they were down. After a minute of silence, I looked over at Patrick. He was slumped on the ground unmoving.

“Shit.” I turned back to Mercy, only to find her pressing her hand to her side. Blood seeped from a wound, spreading over her fingers. “Mercy!”

“I’m okay,” she gasped. “It’s not bad. I don’t think the bullet hit anything major.”

I tore my shirt over my head and pressed it to the wound, wincing as she hissed in a pained breath. I cupped her cheek in my palm, forcing her to look at me. “I’ll get you out of here.”

“I’m okay,” she repeated shakily. “Go check on Patrick.”

I didn’t want to leave her, but I couldn’t leave Patrick behind either. With one look his way, I knew he needed help. Turning back to her, I pressed a kiss to her lips. “I’ll be back.”

“I know,” she said breathlessly. “Go.”

I nodded and checked my weapon before taking a few quick breaths. I only took one step out from behind the dumpster when the first bullet struck me in the leg. My weight collapsed under me as I fell to my knee. Then the second bullet struck my chest and I hit the ground. As I sucked in a ragged breath, I knew this was the end. There was only one way out from here, and that was death.

Dark figures stepped out from their hiding spots, headed in my direction to finish the job. I gripped my gun tighter, determined to end this on my terms. But my arms were like lead, refusing to move even the slightest bit. As darkness swarmed me, I thought I saw someone run past me. I heard the distant sound of gunfire before everything went dark.
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“Chase, wake the fuck up!”

Pain ripped through my chest as I shifted slightly. I was flat on my back, that much I was aware of, but the steady beeping beside me confused the hell out of me.

“Chase, you gotta wake up, man.”

That voice. Hell, I’d recognize it anywhere, even through the heavy fog I was wading through. I peeled my eyes open and stared into the worried gaze of Asher. Behind him, lights floated, making me squint from their brightness.

“Where am I?”

“The hospital,” he said, turning away from me. He tossed something on top of me, then rushed out of my line of vision. Pulling my head up as much as possible, I looked at the green scrubs sprawled over my lap. That’s when I noticed the line sticking out of my hand. I raised it in the air, staring at it curiously. Then I remembered the gunfire and the blood seeping out of Mercy’s body.

“Mercy,” I gasped, forcing myself upright. I pressed my hand to my chest, touching the rough bandage covering it. Looking down, I remembered the final bullet that struck me and the knowledge that my life was about to end. “I’m alive.”

“No shit,” Asher snapped, walking back over to me. “Hurry up. We have to move.”

“Where’s Patrick?” I asked, remembering how he was slumped over across the parking area.

“In surgery. He took two bullets. One to the chest and one to the head.”

My gaze snapped to his. “The head?”

“They don’t think he’s going to make it.”

My world crumbled beneath my feet at his words. “What about Nick and Fox?”

“They never showed up. No idea where they are.”

“What about Mercy? You still haven’t said where she is.”

“She’s fine. We’re getting her on our way out.”

“Where are we going?”

He pulled me over the edge of the bed and started putting the scrubs on me like a child. “Do you want to talk about this now or get the fuck out of here?”

My brain was too scrambled to think straight. I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to do right now, and that probably had something to do with the drugs racing through me.

“Where are we going?”

“Chase,” he said, grabbing me by the face. “They’re still out there. Fuck, they almost killed you. We need to move. Now.”

Finally understanding, I nodded and grabbed the scrub top, doing my best to pull it over my head. My stitches pulled painfully from the movement, but I pushed through it, tugging it down my chest.

With Asher’s help, I stood, gripping his arm as I struggled not to fall over. He started guiding me toward the door at a much faster pace than my body could handle. But the more I walked, the more my mission became clear. I needed to get to Mercy and get out of here and back to OPS where I could keep her safe. Asher was right. With Patrick out of commission and close to death, and Fox and Nick missing, I only had one choice.

Asher pressed me up against the wall and forced my gaze to his again. “I’m gonna clear the floor. Stay here.”

I nodded as sweat beaded on my forehead. With every breath in and out, I struggled to stay upright. It seemed like an hour passed before Asher returned, and when he did, I practically collapsed in his arms.

“Mercy is down the hall. I have a wheelchair in her room waiting for us. I’ll cause a distraction. You get her and take her to the elevator. I’ll meet you on the first floor.”

I nodded, hoping I could do all that without passing out. “Got it.”

“Chase, you can do this,” he said earnestly. “I’ve got you.”

I nodded again, feeling determination filling my veins. This was about Mercy, and nothing was more important than her. As he walked out, I followed. He led me down to Mercy’s room, then slipped into the shadows. I shoved open the door and stopped, taking in her prone form. She looked so small and weak as she laid in that bed.

Hobbling over to her, I rested my hand on top of hers, giving it a slight squeeze as tears pricked my eyes. I’d failed her. I swore to keep her safe, and instead, I landed her in the hospital. Had they checked her heart? Was she well enough to leave with me? I didn’t know if I could take the chance, but if we stayed, there would be no one to protect her. Even if I begged Asher, I already knew his answer. We ran or he would leave.

“Mercy,” I whispered. When she didn’t open her eyes, I tried again, infusing strength into my voice. “Mercy, wake up.”

Her eyes fluttered slightly, and then I felt her squeeze my hand. When she finally opened her eyes enough to see me, a smile quirked at the corner of her lips. “Hey.”

“Hey, baby. How do you feel?”

“I’m okay.” Her brows furrowed as she stared at me. “You shouldn’t be out of bed.”

I waved off her concern. It’s nothing to be worried about. I’m tough.”

“You were shot. Twice.” Her eyes filled with tears and she hastily wiped at her nose. “I watched you get shot and there was nothing I could do.”

“Hey,” I said in a soothing voice, trying to calm her. “It’s okay. We’re going to be okay, but we need to leave.”

Her gaze darkened as she stared at me. “They’re coming for us again, aren’t they?”

There was no point in hiding it from her. I knew lying would only make things more difficult at this point. Mercy was a woman who valued honesty above everything else. “Yeah, they are. My friend is here. He’s going to help get us out.”

“What about Patrick and Nick? Fox?”

I couldn’t tell her. I already knew what her reaction would be. She wouldn’t want to leave without them. It wasn’t in her nature, but if the roles were reversed, the guys would make the same decision as me. She was the client. Her needs always came first. I couldn’t do anything to help Patrick, and without knowing what was going on with Nick and Fox, there was nothing I could do for them.

“They’re going to meet us at OPS,” I said with a smile. “It’s best if we don’t travel together. We’ll be able to blend in more if it’s just the two of us.”

Her eyes drifted shut as she nodded. “Okay.”

“I need to help you up. Can you do that?”

Again, she nodded and held out her hand. I took it, trying to hide how much it was costing me to make this small movement. Once she was up, I spun, trying to find something to dress her in. Luckily, Asher had thought of everything. Sitting on the wheelchair were a second set of scrubs. Hobbling over to them, I snatched them and walked back to her. She was eyeing me curiously, and I knew she wasn’t going to let my condition go.

“Let’s get you dressed.”

“Hold on,” she said, snagging the hem of my scrubs. Lifting it, she gasped at the massive bandage on my chest. “Chase…”

“I’ll be fine. We need to get out of here.”

“But—”

“Mercy,” I growled low in my throat. “Now is not the time to argue with me. When we get out of here and get to safety, you can yell at me all you want.”

She pursed her lips, but nodded, grabbing the scrubs from me. “Sit down for a minute. You look like you’re about to pass out.”

She didn’t know how right she was. Just as I grabbed the arm of the chair and plunked down in it, a wave of dizziness washed over me. I closed my eyes, taking deep breaths until the feeling passed. I opened my eyes just as the door burst open and Asher stormed into the room.

“We need to leave now.”

Mercy’s eyes went wide. “Chase, who is this?”

“This is Asher, the friend I was telling you about.” I shoved to my feet as Asher grabbed the wheelchair and pushed it closer. Mercy was just struggling into her pants and promptly sat in the chair, pushing her hair out of her face.

“Are you sure about this?”

“Trust me.” I repeated the same line I always told her. At this point, it would be engraved on my tombstone.

“They know you’re not in your room. I caused a distraction two floors down, but we don’t have much time. We need to leave now or we won’t make it out.”

I nodded and pushed Mercy toward the door. Asher went in front of me, nodding to me when it was all clear. I walked out as if I belonged there, leaning heavily on the wheelchair for support. My leg was throbbing and my chest ached, but we were too close to wimp out now. I pushed through the pain and the pounding in my head until we reached the elevator. Asher hit the button and stepped on, nodding to me as he turned around.

Small droplets of sweat dripped down my face from the exertion, and I leaned against the wall as the doors closed. Asher leaned in and grabbed my arm, holding me upright.

“Just another few minutes. Then we’re home free.”

I clung to his words like a lifeline. I needed them desperately, and I knew Asher would do anything to get me out of this. He hadn’t let me down yet. As for Mercy, she was mysteriously quiet as we exited the elevator. Maybe that was her intent since we wanted to appear normal.

With every step toward the exit doors, I told myself we were going to make it. With every twinge of pain, I shoved aside the need to collapse. I could do that when we were to safety. The doors opened, but just as we were walking through, the alarms in the hospital sounded and the doors began to close. Asher spun, facing the hospital staff as I shoved Mercy through the doors. I heard gunfire just as we hit the sidewalk, and then Asher ran out, holstering his weapon.

“There!”

I picked up the pace, practically jogging as I pushed Mercy to the truck. She was out of the wheelchair before I even stopped, grabbing the handle to the back door of the truck. I ditched the wheelchair and pulled myself up into the passenger side as Asher ran around to the driver’s side. My vision floated in and out as we tore away from the hospital.

“Tell me you didn’t shoot any of the staff,” I huffed, barely able to catch my breath.

“I did what had to be done,” Asher answered, not even looking my way.

I opened my mouth to argue, but the darkness once again swooped in and overtook me.
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I stormed into the conference room and nodded to Rae, who immediately brought up the stats for the current mission.

“Alright, listen up, everyone!” I shouted over the roar of angered colleagues. Everyone went quiet as they gave me their full attention. “We have a team that’s gone dark. All we have to go on are their trackers, but as far as who’s after them or why their running is still unclear. Our last communication with them was at this diner in Denver. They were making their way to us when they were attacked. Since then, no one’s been in contact. We know they’re all alive, but that’s as far as our intel takes us. Dash, get on with local LEOs and find out everything they have on the situation.”

“Already on it, boss.”

“Rae, backtrack through their movements and try to figure out any connections to any other threats in the area. I need to know yesterday who the fuck is after them. And find out where the fuck Rafe is.”

“I’ve been trying, boss. He’s not responding to any calls.”

Fuck, that meant I had to go a different route, one I was hoping to steer clear of. “Alright, I’ll deal with it.”

“Boss, isn’t Fox with them?” Lock asked.

“He is, but as you all know, Fox isn’t himself. I don’t think we can count on him to get them out of the clusterfuck they’re in.”

“Why didn’t we just bring them in when this started?” Edu asked.

“Chase didn’t give us that option. Instead of checking in, he went on the run. He must have had a reason. We need to know that reason if we’re going to bring everyone in safe. As of this moment, we know we have one man down. Nick is injured and unlikely to be able to fight. We need to find him and make sure he gets proper medical treatment.”

Rae stood and walked over to the computer screen on the wall. “Their last known location was at this hospital. With any luck, Nick is getting the treatment he needs.”

“No one else is moving,” Thumper pointed out.

I nodded. “We assume they’re keeping guard around the hospital. However, Chase’s tracker went black. We don’t know if he cut it out or if…if he was taken,” I added, watching the whole room stiffen.

“He wouldn’t leave without his team,” Eli said. “That would be insane.”

“Unless he knows something the rest of us don’t,” I answered.

“But then Patrick would have checked in with us,” Kavanaugh said. “He knows protocols.”

“Listen,” I cut down the constant questions. “With Nick injured, it’s possible they went this route for the protection of everyone. I need a team to head out to the hospital and find out what the fuck is going on and why no one is checking in.”

Lock raised his hand. “We’ll take care of it. Scottie can fly.”

“That’s a negative,” I said with a shrug. “He’s still not cleared to fly. You’ll have to take Max.”

All eyes swung to the man in the corner who hadn’t said a word the whole fucking time. With his straw fedora pulled down over his eyes and a cigar hanging out of his mouth, you would think he was just chilling out, but the loud snore that shattered the silence said differently.

“Yeah, that doesn’t sound like a good idea,” Lock winced. “We’ll take our chances with Scottie.”

“Thanks,” Scottie nodded. “Great vote of confidence.”

I didn’t have many choices at this point. And we still needed another pilot to head out at a moment’s notice when Chase was found. “Fine, but put in the records that Max was the pilot.”

“You know, I’m getting all the feels right now,” Scottie grumbled. “I didn’t even want to fly to begin with, and after all I’ve done for this company, I’m getting the boot.”

“You’re not getting the boot,” I argued. “You’re…getting a reprieve.”

He scoffed at me. “Yeah, that’s a nice way of saying you’re fired.”

I didn’t have time to argue semantics right now. “Lock, when you get to Denver, report in immediately. I want to know what the fuck is going on and why Chase left on his own.”

He nodded in the affirmative.

My gaze swung to the Three J’s, who up until now had taken a back seat to pretty much all operations. I’d allowed it after they’d been fucked over multiple times by Rafe, but it was time for them to do what they did best.

“Jack, I need your team to track Chase’s movements from the hospital and find out where he is. Once you locate him, lend support in any way necessary.”

“Uh…with all due respect,” Red said, pushing up in his chair. “Given all that’s happened recently with…various jobs,” he said, glancing at Jack, “perhaps it would be better to send another team out.”

“Because I had my brain fucked with?” Jack asked. “I wouldn’t trust me either. But I’ve got this.”

“If Rafe is involved—” Red continued.

“Then he’ll have to get in line. We have a job to do,” Jack bit out.

That was good enough for me. I knew they were all ready to get back on the horse after the crap they’d been through.

“We’ll fly out with Lock’s team and start there. We’ll check in as soon as we find something,” Jack confirmed.

I nodded, glad I’d made that call. Jack was ready, despite what everyone else thought.

“I’ll have Duke call ahead to Denver and get the vehicles we need. Any questions?”

When no one answered, I nodded. “Let’s get to work.”

Everyone filtered out of the room except for Max, who was still sleeping in the corner. I walked over to him and shoved his feet to the ground. He startled awake, looking around lazily.

“Meeting over?”

“Are you trying to start a fire?” I asked, nodding to his cigar.

“This?” he frowned. “Don’t worry about that. I’m extremely skilled at sleeping and smoking.”

“That being said, there are no cigars allowed in the building.”

“Then I guess you shouldn’t have brought me here.”

I leaned over, resting my hand on the arm of his chair. “And what would you do if I sent you back? Spend your days rotting in jail?”

He muttered under his breath, swiping a hand over his face. “You know, I was happy down there.”

“Wasting all your talents? Is that what you really want?”

“My talents never got me anywhere good,” he said mysteriously. “I was better off before I met all of you. I was perfectly happy getting drunk and giving the locals tours in the skies.”

“You were hiding.”

“By choice,” he grunted.

“That’s not an option anymore. I need you to perform your duties.”

“Whatever. I’ll get in the plane.”

“And make sure it doesn’t crash.”

He waved his hand at me and stood, stretching tall. His pink island shirt spread at the buttons before he dropped his hand. “You know what I need? Some of that shawarma the weird guy makes.”

“He’s not here—which you would know if you had been awake during the meeting.”

“Guess I’ll scrummage around in the kitchen.”

“Or you could prepare the plane for takeoff.”

“Scottie’s got that,” he muttered as he walked out of the room.

I had a terrible feeling about employing him, but there wasn’t much I could do until I could convince the insurance company that Scottie wasn’t a liability.

Rae knocked on the door, closing it as she entered. “We need to talk.”

“Shoot.”

“I’ve been going over some things from Chase’s past.”

“What kind of things?”

“From his last mission. I think I might have found something, but I need to do some more digging.”

“Is it bad?”

She shook her head. “I’m not sure yet. I’ll let you know when I have something concrete.”

I nodded and watched her walk out of the room. Whatever she was onto could only be bad. And if that was the case, I didn’t know what was headed our way. But there was someone who might have an idea.

Pulling out my phone, I dialed a number I thought I would never use again. As I waited for the line to pick up, I considered how I would handle this.

“I thought I told you not to call me,” Shadow said gruffly.

Well, that cleared up any thoughts I had of this being a pleasant conversation. “I need information on Rafe.”

“You know I can’t give that out.”

“It’s important. I have a team missing. Rafe isn’t exactly known for keeping his hands out of my business. If he has anything to do with this, I need to know.”

The line was silent for a moment as he considered this. “Rafe is…otherwise occupied. You don’t have to worry about him interfering in your business.”

“You’re positive.”

“As positive as I can be with Rafe. Trust me, if he had anything to do with one of your operations, there would be signs.”

That was the problem. Those signs didn’t always show themselves immediately. Still, this was the best intel I had to go on. If Rafe wasn’t involved, then we had a bigger problem on our hands. We had someone coming after us with a vendetta of some kind, and we had no idea who that was.
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CHASE


“Where are we?” I asked, sighing at the feel of the cold rag pressed to my forehead.

“Someplace safe,” Mercy’s sweet voice answered. “You know, for a smart man, you sure are pushing the boundaries of stupidity.”

I cracked a smile, though my eyes were still shut. “I’d do anything for you. Haven’t you realized that yet?”

“Yes,” she sighed. “Practically killing yourself shouldn’t be the solution to the problem.”

“I had to get us out of there.” Slitting my eyes, I stared up at my beautiful Mercy. “Where’s Asher?”

“Getting supplies,” she responded, swiping the rag across my forehead again.

“You know, I had a dream about this,” I grinned. “Only you were wearing a very naughty outfit.”

“And if it weren’t for the fact that I just stitched you up, I might let your fantasies play out. But, as it is, I think this will be your punishment.”

I pouted, just to see if I could get her to change her mind, though I was pretty sure I couldn’t participate even if I wanted to. “I take all forms of punishment.”

“Nice try,” she smiled. “Just lay here and play dead.”

“That shouldn’t be too hard.”

“I’ll get you some broth. We need to start getting your strength back.”

I grimaced at the thought of having a liquid diet. “How about a chicken or a cow?”

She spun at the door, pressing her hand to the frame. “I’ll cook it for you if you slaughter it.”

Her wicked grin nearly had me pushing up to try, but I knew there was no way in hell I was going to be leaving this bed today. Maybe tomorrow. My whole body ached and despite just waking up, I felt like I could go back to sleep for another ten hours.

“That’s what I thought. I’ll be back soon.”

I nodded and let my eyes drift closed. My head was heavy as I drifted in and out of consciousness, but I could still hear the conversation going on around me.

“We’re safe for now, but we can’t stay here too much longer.”

“He can’t be moved, Asher. He’s not stable.”

“He walked out of the fucking hospital.”

“And collapsed in the truck. Do you even know who’s chasing us?”

“No, and that’s the point,” Asher snapped. “Without knowing for sure who’s after us, I can’t protect you the way I should. We need to get him to OPS.”

“I won’t allow you to move him until he’s had some more rest. If you want to leave, that fine, but we’ll be staying here.”

I struggled to hear the rest, forcing myself to wake up, but by the time I was sitting upright in bed, they’d stopped talking. Mercy walked in, shaking her head at me.

“I thought I said for you to rest.”

I grunted. “Did you think I really listened?”

“Part of me hoped you would. Is it really too much to ask that you give your body a chance to heal? After all, you did nearly die for me. It would be nice to get to spend a little time with you before you croak.”

“I’ll do my best, but I make no guarantees,” I said with a strained voice as I fought to sit up further. She immediately placed her hand behind my back, helping me up.

“You’re so stubborn.”

“Tell me something I don’t know.”

Her face flickered with something I didn’t understand. It almost looked like worry.

“What is it?”

“It’s nothing,” she said, smiling brightly at me.

“Yeah, now I know something’s wrong. You have that look of constipation on your face.”

“Wh—I do not!” she yelped.

Laughing turned into groaning as I fell back to the bed, barely able to control that laughter that was ripping my body in two. “Fuck, that hurt.”

“Serves you right. You shouldn’t have been mean to me.”

“I wasn’t mean. I was honest.”

“And whoever told you to be honest with a woman?”

I wanted to run my finger over the quirk of her eyebrow just to smooth it out and watch her melt from my touch. Sadly, any touching would only come from her. I was already feeling like I’d had my ass kicked for the fourth time today.

“Asher said he wants to move.”

There was that worried tone again. “We’ll move when he says it’s safe.”

“If we move you too soon…”

“I’ll be fine,” I said, trying to soothe her. I grabbed her hand, hoping she believed me. Honestly, I wasn’t looking forward to driving in a truck all day, but if Asher said we needed to move, I trusted him completely.

But as I looked at Mercy, I knew there was something else on her mind.

“Tell me,” I said, tugging on her hand.

Flushing, she continued. “Are you sure Asher is up to this?”

“Of course. Why wouldn’t he be?”

“Because…he’s behaving strangely. It’s almost like he’s talking to someone who isn’t there.”

“That’s not unusual. He lost his wife. I’m sure he talks to her to…reassure himself.”

“Chase—”

“Mercy, don’t dig into this. He’s fine.”

“He’s fine. You’re fine,” she huffed, pushing to stand. “Why is it that everyone’s always fine? Why can’t you just admit that something’s wrong?”

“You already know what’s wrong,” I said in frustration.

“You’re right. I do, but I need you to see it.”

“I do. I’m in bed right now resting.”

“Chase…” She shook her head as tears slipped from her eyes. “I need you to see. Open your eyes.”

See what I was doing to her? Yeah, I was well aware of that. Since being with me, she was in more danger than ever before in her life. Granted, the first time wasn’t my fault, but everything after that was because of me. Maybe I had been wrong to run with her after the building exploded. If we had gone to the police, they could have kept us at the station with them until Cap could get a team out to us. That would have been the smart thing to do, but hindsight was always twenty-twenty. All I could see in that moment was getting her to safety.

“Whatever you need,” I said, trying to reassure her. I wasn’t sure it would work, but I had to try.

“What I need is for you to be okay. Can you promise me you’ll take care of yourself?”

I didn’t understand why she was so insistent on this point. Then again, we’d been here before, only our situations were reversed. I was begging her to be okay. I was pleading for her to tell me just how bad her heart condition could be. The thought of losing her terrified me. Was it really that big of a surprise that she would feel the same way?

I took her hand in mine, doing my best to reassure her. “Mercy, I promise you, I will do everything to take care of myself so I can come home to you.”

Her lips tilted in a smile. “Thank you. Because I plan on spending a lot of time with you.”

“Yeah? And how will that work?”

“Well, I assume one of us will have to make a change,” she sighed, almost comically. “And we both know I can’t leave my job. You can fight bad guys anywhere. But I’m instrumental where I work.”

“Mercy,” I cut her off.

“Oh, stop it,” she grinned. “Of course, I’m coming with you.”

“Are you sure? This is moving really fast. I want you to be sure.”

Her eyebrows shot up, half in anger, half in determination. “Chase, if I didn’t know better, I would guess you’re trying to persuade me to stay as far away from you as possible.”

“Not on your life,” I said, staring her in the eyes. “Besides, who’s going to sew up my battle wounds?”

“Asher can do it.”

“I doubt he has your gentle touch.”

“No, but he won’t consider murdering you every time he adds a new stitch because you were too stupid to get injured.”

“I think I should be offended,” I grunted.

She smirked at me and backed away, fading into the darkness of the room. “Sleep. I’ll be back later.”

A bad feeling rushed through me as her image faded. I wasn’t sure why, but an overwhelming fear had me struggling to get out of bed. But all too soon, lethargy swept over me and I faded into the black.
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I woke in a sweaty mess with my heart pounding out of control. I had to get to Mercy. How much time had passed since I last saw her? I shoved the blankets off the bed and winced as I grabbed my jeans that were tossed over the back of the chair. Moving as quickly as possible, I finished dressing, then grabbed my gun off the table beside the bed.

Finally feeling a little clearer than I had in days, I stormed to the door, ignoring the pain in my stomach and my leg. Mercy was the only one that mattered right now, and while I knew she could take care of herself and that Asher was here to help, this came down to me. It was my job to protect her.

As I pulled the bedroom door open, silence greeted me, setting me on edge. I slowly crept down the hall, keeping my back to the wall and I tightened my grip on my weapon. With a quick peek around the corner, all I saw was the empty cabin we were staying in. There wasn’t a soul in sight.

Dishes were stacked in the sink, but other than that, there was no sign of life. Ever so slowly, I stepped out of the hall, and that’s when I saw something that chilled me to the bone. The front door was busted in and hanging off the hinges.

Had I really slept through all that?

Rushing to the door, I swung my weapon up and cleared the deck just outside, but all was silent. Daylight was fading as dusk approached. If I didn’t find Mercy soon, my chances of getting her back were slim to none. Not even the vehicle was parked in the driveway. Where the fuck was Asher? He was supposed to protect her.

I took the steps two at a time, stopping at the bottom of the deck to check the footprints. They led off to the woods on the left. I headed back inside and grabbed a few spare magazines and a sheathed knife to slide into my boot. Without backup, I was all that stood between Mercy and the men that dared to touch her.

I started out at a fast clip to the trees, but had to slow when I reached the wooded area. Whoever took her did an excellent job of hiding their tracks. Using only small clues like bent branches and scuffs in the dirt, I moved in silence through the trees. I stopped for a breather after about a half hour, bending over and wincing in pain as I pressed my hand to my wound. Blood seeped through my fingers and the smell of iron filled my senses. None of that mattered if I didn’t have Mercy.

Pushing aside the pain, I continued through the woods, hoping to find any sign that she was still alive. In the distance, I thought I heard a river and stopped to listen. Closing my eyes, I pinpointed where it was coming from. In a hurry, I rushed in that direction, shoving branches out of the way. Voices echoed through the trees the closer I got and hope filled my chest that she wasn’t out of my grasp yet.

I burst into a clearing, drawing my weapon as I faced the men holding Mercy hostage. Covered all in black, I couldn’t tell a single distinguishing thing about them.

“Stop!” I shouted, finally drawing their attention.

Mercy turned to me with tears in her eyes as she struggled against her captor. “Chase!” She shouted just as one of them hit her over the head. She collapsed in their arms, her head lolling to the side as he struggled to stay awake.

“Who are you? What do you want?”

“You,” the man chuckled.

“You have me. Just let her go.”

“How do we know you’ll come willingly?”

I would never go willingly, but if it meant keeping Mercy safe, I’d hand over my life right now. I instantly raised my gun, pointing it up to the sky. “Fine. If you want me, come get me.”

“Drop the gun and walk to us.”

“Chase, give them what they want,” Mercy slurred.

I fully intended to. “You’ve got me.” I tossed my gun to the ground and slowly walked toward them. “Just let her go and I’ll give you whatever you want.”

The leader stepped toward the cliff with Mercy, holding her by her hair as she cried out in terror and tears leaked from her eyes. My heart thundered in my chest as I saw how close to the edge she was.

“You have me. You don’t have to do this.”

“You need to give in completely,” the man said. “That is the only way you’ll live.”

“I don’t care about me,” I snapped. “She’s the only one who’s important.”

“The only way she lives is if you fully hand yourself over. Give in and open your eyes.”

My eyes were perfectly open. I saw this for what it was. For whatever reason, these men wanted me, and Mercy was a bargaining chip. As long as I did what they wanted, Mercy would live.

“Okay,” I said placatingly. “Just tell me what you want me to do.”

“Walk over to the edge,” the man, jerking his head at the cliff.

“Okay,” I said, slowly walking over.

“Chase!” Mercy called.

“I’m going, but you have to let her go.”

“As soon as you jump,” the man retorted.

“Why? Tell me who you are. Why do you want me to do this?”

“Because it’s the only way you’ll know.”

“Know what?” I shouted. “Tell me what this is about!”

“You have to give in to find the answers,” he said cryptically.

I peered over the edge, shaking my head. The man was insane. The cliff was steep and filled with rocks at the bottom. There were no answers down there, only death. He wanted me dead, which I would happily give him if only I could be sure Mercy would live.

“If I jump, you have to give me what I need first.”

“There are no negotiations.”

“There has to be. If I jump, you’ll kill her after. I can’t let that happen. So, you let her go right now, and I’ll do whatever you want.”

I had a knife on me. That would at least give me a chance to fight back against them.

“She doesn’t go until you do. Prove that you really love her. You swore to protect her, but the only way to do that is to surrender.”

This man was rambling in circles. I didn’t know what he needed, but this wasn’t going to end the way I wanted. I was all alone out here. Asher was gone and I was the only thing standing between Mercy and death.

“Let’s just talk⁠—”

I didn’t get to say anything else as the man shoved Mercy hard to the edge of the cliff. I saw the terror in her eyes as she stumbled backward and started to fall. I leapt forward, grasping for her hand as she tipped over the edge. Landing on my stomach, I held the tips of her fingers, straining to hold on as she flailed over the edge.

“Chase!”

“Hold on!” I cried out, feeling her slip. If I let go, that was it. She’d be gone. I couldn’t lose her again.

“It’s okay,” she said softly, realizing there was no way I could pull her up. “Let go. It’ll be fine.”

“No,” I grunted. “I’ll never let go.”

“Chase,” she said softly. “It’s the only way forward.”

I stared into her gorgeous eyes, wondering how she could be so calm in this moment. Straining my other arm over the edge of the cliff, I stretched as far as I could. “Take my hand.”

“It’s okay. It’s meant to be this way. Now you can move on.”

I ignored her and kept stretching. I would not lose her. But my fingers were slipping from our combined sweat. Any second now, she would be gone.

“Reach up and take my other hand,” I growled.

She closed her eyes, looking more at peace than I’d ever seen her. “It’s okay to see.”

I ignored her and tried to maneuver my body into a better position. That single move ended up changing the course of my life forever. Her eyes flew open as three of my fingers slipped. With just a single finger, I held her life in my hands, and that beautiful life was about to slip away.

“Mercy,” I pleaded.

She smiled just as her finger slipped from my grasp and disappeared into the darkness below. I didn’t call out for her or scream. All I could do was stare into the vast depths below and wonder how it all went so wrong.

I felt a hand on my shoulder and spun, ready to attack, but it was only Asher. Scrambling to my feet, I glared at him. “Where the fuck were you?”

“I’ve always been here.”

“You weren’t!” I accused. “You were supposed to protect her, but you weren’t there when she needed you! What’s the fucking point of you staying if you weren’t actually going to protect her?”

He cocked his head as he considered this, standing calmly in front of me as if my whole world hadn’t just been destroyed. “I was never here for her, Chase. This has always been about you.”

My face pinched in pain at his words. “What the fuck does that mean? What am I without her? She’s my whole life and she just—” On the verge of a breakdown, I spun and faced the cliff where she’d just fallen to her death. “She’s gone.”

“She’s not gone,” Asher said calmly. “You just have to see.”

“See?” I yelled, spinning to face him. “See what? That my life is destroyed? Everyone keeps fucking telling me to see!”

“She’s in here,” he said, walking forward and pressing his hand to my chest. “She’s always been in here, talking to you and telling you what you need to know.”

Riddles. More fucking riddles instead of just speaking like a normal fucking human.

My nostrils flared in anger as the hurt and pain bubbled up inside me, ready to explode. Tears pricked my eyes, threatening to spill over as I finally came to terms with the fact that the love of my life was gone. I’d failed her.

“She’s…”

But I couldn’t finish the words. I couldn’t think about her death without imagining the pain and terror she must have felt. It would be more than a miracle if she survived the fall. And the trauma would kill her before anyone could make it down to her.

“This is your fault,” I said scathingly. “You told me to trust you. You said you had my back.”

“I do. I need you to listen to me. Everything happens for a reason. She was with you for a reason, Chase. I need you to open your eyes and see⁠—”

“Stop fucking telling me to see!”

“Chase.” I spun at the foreign voice, ready to fight whoever else was here.

Out of the shadows stepped Jason, his dark clothes making it nearly impossible to see him in the dark. He approached me with his hand out, acting like I was a wounded animal.

“What the fuck are you doing here?”

“We’re here for you, man.”

“For me?” I asked, my voice watery as I laughed. “Too fucking late. You’re all too fucking late. It’s over.”

“It’s not over.”

I swiped at the snot dripping from my nose and laughed. “I failed her.”

“You didn’t.”

“She just went over the fucking cliff!” I shouted. “She’s dead and it’s my fault!”

“She’s not dead, man. She’s okay.”

I looked around me and laughed. This had to be some desperate attempt for them to keep me from throwing myself over the cliff to join her in the afterlife. Did any of it really matter at this point?

“Trust me, she’s dead. Just ask Asher. He saw the whole fucking thing.”

He quirked his brow at me. “Asher’s not here.”

I turned and motioned with my hand to the man standing right the fuck beside me. “Really? Then who the fuck is this?”

His eyes flickered slightly before he took another step forward. “Chase, there’s no one here but you and me.”

Wow, he really was losing his shit. “He’s right the fuck beside me,” I shouted, turning to face him, only he wasn’t there. I spun around, looking for the slippery fucker. I couldn’t believe he was leaving me alone right now to face this on my own.

“Chase, Asher is still hiding out. He’s not here.”

“He is here,” I insisted. “He was with me the whole fucking time. Mercy spoke to him.”

“Mercy is in the hospital.”

My brows furrowed in confusion. “What the fuck are you talking about? I just saw Mercy go over the cliff.”

“That was your imagination,” he said carefully. “Mercy is not here.”

This had to be some kind of fucked up game they were playing with me. Why the hell would they give me that kind of hope when I knew it wasn’t true?

“Jason, no disrespect, man, but someone’s been trying to kill us for a fucking week now. You don’t get to walk in at the last minute and tell me what’s going on.”

“He’s right,” Johnny said, stepping out of the shadows beside him. “I can prove it to you.”

I stared at him, wondering what the fuck he was trying to pull. “Get the fuck away from me.”

“Chase, you need to come with us. Asher and Mercy aren’t here.”

“Yes, they fucking are! I have a fucking gunshot wound in my chest and leg. They were in the hospital with me.”

“You were in the hospital,” he agreed.

“And Patrick was shot in the head. He’s probably dead, and they did this!” I shouted. “And for what? I still don’t know why!”

“No one tried to kill you, Chase,” he said slowly. “Patrick is alive and fine.”

I started laughing again. Man, they really weren’t going to let this go. But then Patrick stepped out of the shadows, watching me just as carefully as the others. Holding his hands out, he eyed me with caution.

“I’m fine, Chase. I was never hurt.”

“Bullshit!” I snapped. “I saw you outside the hotel. You were lying in a pool of blood. Asher told me you’d been shot in the head and you weren’t likely to wake up.”

“If that were true, would I be here right now?”

Confusion swirled in my brain because he was right. If Patrick had been shot in the head, he would at the very least have a bandage on his head. I took a hesitant step forward, moving until I was close enough to examine him. He pulled off his hat and showed me his head. There wasn’t even the slightest scratch on his head.

Asher was wrong. “Then you were hit somewhere else. You were shot…”

He shook his head slowly. “No, only Mercy was hit. You weren’t hit.”

“Then what the fuck are these holes in my body?” I asked, pressing my hand to my chest. Except, nothing hurt when I did it. I slowly looked down and lifted my shirt. There was no bandage. My chest was unmarred, except for the few scratches I got when Mercy’s building collapsed.

I stumbled back a step, feeling like the whole world was collapsing around me. I quickly pressed my hand to my thigh, but there was no pain there either. “What’s happening?”

“Chase…” Patrick said carefully, “You need to see a doctor.”

My eyes met his in fear as everything started collapsing in on me. But even though he’d proven I was wrong about some things, I hadn’t imagined Mercy falling over the edge of that cliff. The pain and heartache was real. There was no way I’d imagined that.

“Mercy…”

“She’s at the hospital. She’s waiting for you.”

“Waiting for me?”

Patrick nodded slowly. “She wanted to be here, but…we thought it might be too much for you.”

I swallowed hard, my head swimming as each new word pierced my brain. What was wrong with me? “She’s not safe.”

“She is safe,” Patrick reassured me. “No one was chasing her.”

My head snapped up and I glared at him. “Of course someone was. I was there. I…I saw them. There was someone watching us.”

“Is that why you ran after you escaped the building?” Patrick asked.

I nodded slowly.

“And you stole a police car.”

“I needed to get her to safety.”

“And you were chased until your car went off the road. You crashed.”

“And we were chased through the woods. I didn’t imagine any of that!”

Still holding out his hand, he stepped forward again. “No, you didn’t. But it was an undercover cop. He was chasing you because you stole a cop car.”

My mind swirled with the new information. “But…at the motel…Asher was there. He brought me a car. He provided me with weapons.”

Jason was already shaking his head before I finished. “You took the car from the motel owner. You beat him and stole all his money. We tracked you there and talked with the owner.”

“Of course he would say that!”

“We checked the car. It was registered to him. He had hidden cameras behind the counter. We have the footage of you attacking him.”

I squeezed my eyes shut and that night played through my mind.

Mercy was asleep in bed and now was my chance to move. I unlocked the door and slipped out into the night, strolling to the office. When I opened the door, the man behind the counter scowled at me.

“What the fuck do you want?”

“A vehicle.”

“Good luck with that.”

“You have one and I need it.”

He scoffed at me. “Listen, buddy. You’re already staying here for free⁠—”

I grabbed him by the collar and dragged him over the counter, slamming his head to the ground. “I don’t have time to fuck around. Give me the keys now.”

With blood dripping from his head, he pulled out keys with a shaky hand and tossed them to me. Snatching them off the ground, I stood and gave him a swift kick to the chest, then walked out to the car and checked it out. It wasn’t much, but it would get us where we needed to go. Then I headed back into the hotel room and laid down beside Mercy until the early morning light woke me.

I squeezed my head and the vile images running through my mind. “No, that’s not…that’s not what happened. It was Asher. He’s the one who brought the car. He was there.”

“Asher was nowhere near you. We got ahold of him. He’s still drunk off his ass, hiding out from the world.”

“No,” I yelled, turning away from them. I couldn’t believe that. They were telling me I had imagined all of it, but how was that possible? “He was there every time I needed him.”

“He was there because you needed him,” Johnny said calmly.

I slowly turned to them. “Jones’s house blew up,” I argued, still convinced there was a way to prove my point.

“Jones has an automatic trigger on his house when he’s out of town.”

“The gunfire at the hotel,” I replied quickly. “You said Mercy was shot.”

“Gangbangers,” Patrick answered, shaking his head. “Wrong place at the wrong time.”

I swallowed hard as fear settled deep in my gut. Stumbling back a step, I plopped on my ass as the world began to tilt around me. I was wrong about it all. I put Mercy in danger and…why?

Patrick knelt beside me, placing his hand on my shoulder. “Come on. We need to get you to the hospital.”

I wanted to argue with him, but what was the point? I was going fucking crazy. I belonged in a hospital. Hell, I belonged in a mental institution. If they had any common sense, they’d lock me up and throw away the key.

I looked up at him and swallowed hard. “I don’t want to see Mercy.”
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MERCY


I paced the waiting room for any information on Chase. It had been hours since they brought him in, but the days he was missing before that were pure torture. I had asked for him repeatedly, but no one would tell me anything. Now I knew why. They didn’t know where he’d gone.

“Do you want some tea?” Fox asked. “It has healing properties that settle the mind and⁠—”

“I don’t want any fucking tea, Fox,” I snapped.

At the injured expression on his face, I realized how much of a bitch I was being.

“I’m sorry,” I sighed, taking the tea he offered. “I’m just stressed.”

“You know, the old me would sing you show tunes and offer to have a day in bed watching a musical.”

Thank God he wasn’t his old self.

“But I’ve found a spiritual guidance that gives me a peaceful feeling, telling me everything will be okay.”

“You don’t know that,” I grumbled, sitting down in the uncomfortable chair. “This isn’t something that God or meditation can fix.”

“Maybe it’s not actually that bad,” he offered, sitting beside me.

“He was seeing people and imagining things that weren’t there. That’s never a good thing.”

“It could have been worse.”

“In what way?”

“Well, in his mind, there were men after you and you died. This is a step up from that. Maybe we should reflect on the positive⁠—”

“No offense, Fox, but I have no desire to reflect on anything right now.”

He was about to go on when the doors whooshed open and Lucy rushed through the doors. I ran into her arms and hugged her with everything I had. I was on the verge of falling apart, and I needed someone like her by my side.

She pulled back wide-eyed and shaking her head. “Girl, what the hell happened?”

“I don’t know. I’m still waiting to hear from the doctor. I don’t know if they’ll even tell me anything. I’m not his family.”

“This is insane. Like truly insane. You were on the run from nobody?” She winced as she said it, almost like she was disappointed.

“Yes, but we didn’t know that.”

“So, is he like…insane or something?”

I didn’t want to think about that possibility right now. In fact, anything I considered wasn’t good. If it was something in his head, then it might be fixed with surgery, but that would be dangerous. If it was a psychological issue…I wasn’t even sure how to handle that. I wasn’t completely familiar with steps that would need to be taken.

“Honestly, I almost wish it was something surgical. What if…what if none of it was real?”

“Well, of course it wasn’t,” she snorted. “You were on the run from someone he thought he saw.”

“No, not that part. I mean…what if the connection I had with him is all fake?”

“Oh. I hadn’t considered that.”

“It’s very possible. I mean, even Patrick said he was completely different around me. What if they can fix him, but everything changes? What if I lose him?”

She was quiet for a moment, then pulled me over to the chairs to sit down. “Well, if that’s the case, it calls for a massive amount of alcohol, plenty of Dwayne Johnson movies, and a truck load of chocolate and potato chips. And as your best friend, I would have no choice but to stay with you for the weeks it would take to recover from the heartbreak. It’ll be a rough job, but someone has to be there when you finally decide to break out of your food coma and go find some male strippers.”

I huffed out a light laugh, the first I’d had in days. Swiping at my nose, I pressed my hands to my face. “God, I feel so lost.”

She pried my hands away and grimaced. “Alright, enough of that. It’s bad enough that the hottie is in the hospital with a potentially incurable problem, but now you look a wreck. Your mascara is smudged all over your face. You look like something out of a horror movie. If we’re going to deal with this, we need fresh faces and a good dose of Carole King and wine.”

“I’m pretty sure they wouldn’t like us doing karaoke in the hospital.”

“Girl, leave it to me. I’ve got this covered. Let’s get you to the bathroom before you scare off everyone in sight.”

I let her drag me to the bathroom and listened as she ranted about her latest date, the man who wouldn’t let her go to the bathroom without walking her to the ladies’ room. After being sufficiently creeped out, she snuck out through the window and hailed a cab. She had come prepared for a zombie apocalypse, with everything I would need from eye makeup remover to facial cream. I didn’t dare put on any makeup since the chances of breaking out in tears again were too strong. By the time I walked out of the bathroom, I felt halfway normal.

“Mercy?”

“Yes?” I asked, turning to the man who approached. Decked out in full tactical gear, he had to be someone who worked with Chase.

“I’m Cash Owens, Chase’s boss,” he offered, holding out his hand.

“Oh, mama,” Lucy mumbled beside me. I grasped her arm to keep her from falling over.

“It’s nice to meet you. Is there any word on Chase?”

“Not yet. The doctors are still in with him.”

That was disappointing, but I knew how things worked in a hospital. “Did anyone call his family?”

“They’re on a flight right now.”

I nodded, chewing my lip. “Is there any chance you can convince them to tell us what’s going on?”

“I don’t need to. When anyone works for OPS, I’m automatically given rights to medical records and information if one of my men is in the hospital. I’ve had the papers faxed over. But they don’t know anything yet. They’re still running tests.”

That was disappointing, but I knew we wouldn’t have answers immediately. “Is there any chance I can see him?”

Cash shifted uncomfortably. “Mercy…I don’t know how to tell you this.”

“What?” It couldn’t be any worse than it was right now.

“He…doesn’t want to see you.”

Okay, it could be worse. That felt like a hammer slamming into my chest and leaving a gaping hole. He didn’t want to see me?

“But…why?”

He shrugged. “I wish I knew.”

“Short man syndrome,” Lucy nodded.

“What?”

“It’s the same thing,” she shrugged. “Short men have to make up for their faults by being the smartest man in the room.”

“He’s not short,” I snapped.

“No, but in a roundabout way, it’s the same thing. He’s the opposite of the short man because his brain isn’t working right at the moment. What’s he going to impress you with? His height? Better if he doesn’t see you,” she nodded.

I rolled my eyes at the ridiculous interpretation of events. “What’s happening to him isn’t his fault. If I could just see him, I could explain to him⁠—”

“I can’t force him to see you. He’s vulnerable right now⁠—”

Lucy snorted again. “I wasn’t aware that word was in the tough man handbook.”

“It’s not,” Cash winked at us. “But the fact is, he’s really fucked up over what happened. He’s not letting anyone in to see him.”

“Maybe you could point us in the direction of one of his friends,” Lucy piped up. “Preferably one of his single friends.”

I smacked her on the arm. “What? Single, because he’ll be less likely to understand the ins and outs of a relationship. Maybe we can convince him to see things from our point of view.”

“Sure, that’s what you meant,” I sighed.

“Hey, there’s no point in avoiding all the hotness while I’m here. It could be a while. I can’t let all that flirting go to waste.”

“I think Patrick is looking for some company,” Cash said, pointing him out.

Lucy shot me a pleading look. “Go.” There was no point in holding her back. She would just stare at the man for the next three hours.

“Mercy, I have to ask…” Cash started. “Did you notice anything strange about Chase while you were with him?”

“I’ve been asking myself that same question since your men found me in the hospital.”

“Jason?” he asked.

“Yeah. When I woke up, Patrick was in the room with me. When Jason entered, I thought something else was going on. I had no idea someone from the company was tracking us. All of this took me by surprise.”

“I can imagine.”

I thought back on everything that happened for the hundredth time. “I didn’t really notice anything strange. You have to understand, when we were in the jungle, Chase saved my life. I trusted him implicitly. So, when he told me what he saw, I had no reason not to believe him. And he believed it so strongly. I just never thought to question it.”

“I guess what I’m wondering is when the symptoms began. Did you notice anything while you were in the jungle?”

I shook my head. “No, there really were men chasing us. They shot at us. I—Patrick said he was different around me. Was he right?”

I hoped Cash would tell me Patrick was just being a jerk or something. That would make this whole thing easier. But by the look on his face, Patrick wasn’t wrong.

“Look, I really can’t say. This is the first time I’ve met you.”

“But from what Patrick’s told you…”

“Yeah, it’s pretty different from how he normally is,” Cash admitted. “But that doesn’t mean that it has anything to do with what’s going on. Maybe he really is different around you because of what the two of you share.”

It was a nice thought, but if he had a tumor or something, that could be affecting everything about his personality, meaning the man I fell in love with might not actually exist.

He placed his hand on my shoulder and squeezed. “Just hang in there. Try not to think about what might happen. We still have a long road ahead of us. Maybe you should go to a hotel and get some sleep.”

“I don’t have one. I didn’t…I don’t have anything,” I admitted, feeling so lost.

“I’ll put you up at our hotel. We have a block of rooms and our teams are taking shifts between the hotel and here. I’ll have Jason take you back when he goes off shift.”

I nodded, though I didn’t want to leave the hospital. I hadn’t slept much over the past few days, and I doubted that would change much anytime soon. But time away from the hospital might help me gain some perspective, and help me figure out what to do from here.
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“So, Jason,” Lucy grinned, peeking between the front seats of the car. “What do you do for fun?”

“That depends on your definition of fun,” Jason responded. I got the feeling from his somewhat dull response that Lucy was way too much for a guy like him. He was so…stiff in comparison. But Lucy did love a challenge.

“Drinks, dancing, sex…any and all of those.”

His eyes flicked to the rearview mirror before returning to the road. “We have very different definitions of fun.”

“Really?” she asked, twirling her hair the way she always did when she was trying to draw attention to her breasts. “Not even sex?”

“Sex isn’t fun. It’s a release,” Jason grumbled.

“And fun. What’s the point in doing the horizontal mambo if you’re not going to enjoy yourself?”

“I never said I didn’t enjoy myself.”

I glanced over at her, catching the disappointed look on her face. She definitely wasn’t drawing him over to her side. Not that I could blame him. Lucy was a handful—someone I happened to love with all my heart. Even now, none of this show was actually about her. It was a distraction for me. Lucy always had a way of making other people feel better and forget their problems. She just wasn’t that good about doing it for herself.

She slouched back in her seat with a sigh. “I wish I’d brought my vibrator with me. It’s gonna be a long night.”

When she didn’t get the response she wanted, silence descended in the car, making it even less comfortable than when Jason asked me if I was ready to go. He had this intensity to him that was so different from Chase. Well, the Chase I’d come to know. Now that they knew something was wrong with him, would he change too?

“He’ll be fine,” Jason said gruffly, almost as if he knew what I was thinking.

“You don’t know that. We don’t even know what’s wrong.”

“We’ll know more by tomorrow,” he said as we pulled into the hotel parking lot. He turned and gave Lucy a keycard. “218.” The pointed look he shot her made it clear she was supposed to vacate the car now.

With a huff, she shoved the door open and got out. Once she was inside, Jason turned to me. “He was just trying to protect you.”

“I know that,” I said, a little uncomfortable that he assumed I didn’t think so.

“He would do anything for you.”

“I don’t need you to tell me what he’d do for me. I’m well aware.”

“But will you do the same for him?”

My jaw dropped at the inference. “Excuse me, but we barely know each other⁠—”

“And he’s about to have his head sliced open.”

The bomb dropped like a lead balloon, leaving me breathless. A million thoughts ran through my head, everything from the reasons they would need to do surgery to the possible side effects. But even with my medical brain flipped on, I still didn’t seem to understand what he just said. “What?”

“He has a tumor. Surgery is first thing tomorrow morning.”

He had a tumor, as I suspected. Which most likely meant it was in the frontal lobe. It explained the hallucinations perfectly. It needed to come out, but the frontal lobe was responsible for so much. It controlled his motor functions, his language and memory, his impulse control and…

His social behavior.

I closed my eyes as Patrick’s words reverberated in my head. He was different around me. That could all change. Yet…if his behavior around me really was because of the tumor, he would be different with everyone. At least, I was pretty sure that was the way it worked. I wasn’t a neurologist, but my training told me—made me hope—that everything I shared with Chase wasn’t all an act.

I swallowed hard at all he was about to go through. I didn’t want to be here. I needed to be at the hospital with him, where I could support him and⁠—

“He doesn’t want you here.”

My attention shifted back to him. Did he just…

“He doesn’t want you around him,” he repeated.

There was no sympathy or remorse in his voice, only plain facts. It was like he was reciting information. Pain lanced through my chest as I took yet another hit. Deep down, I knew that all patients responded differently to life-altering news like this. I couldn’t control his reactions to what was happening, but to shut me out so completely…

“Look, I know you want to be there for him, but he put your life in danger. He doesn’t trust himself right now, and that means he needs to keep you as far away from him as possible. You need to give him this.”

“But I could stay away. I could wait in the⁠—”

He shook his head immediately, shutting down any thoughts I had of sneaking back in. “He wanted you to go home. Cash told him he would take care of it, but then instructed me to bring you to the hotel. It’ll be so much worse if he finds out you were there. Give him the time he needs.”

It went against everything in me to walk away, but I swallowed down my wants and needs for the man I loved. When tears pricked my eyes, I sucked them back and refused to let them fall. This was not the end. It was a speed bump in the road. And when his surgery was done, I would fight like hell to be part of his life again.

“Will I get updates?”

“Every time we get them, you’ll get them.”

He pulled out a phone and handed it over. “Company phone. You’re lucky. Not many girlfriends get these, but Cash made an exception for you.”

I nodded and took it. I supposed I should feel special, but the devastation of being kept away was too real. “What am I supposed to do in the meantime?”

“Get some sleep. Order food. Everything’s on OPS. And don’t go anywhere without one of us.”

That gave me pause. “Why? I’m not in danger. Cash told me everything that happened was in his head.”

He sighed, turning away from me. “Whether Chase wants to admit it or not right now, you’re still his woman. And if anything happened to—even a fucking hangnail—he’d have our asses. It’s our job to keep you safe while he can’t. So, if you need something, you ask one of us to take you. Patrick is staying across the hall from you. All you have to do is ask and he’ll take care of anything you need.”

I nodded.

“Within reason,” he said pointedly, reminding me that Patrick wouldn’t sneak me into the hospital. He pulled out a small bag from his jacket and handed it over. “Your pills.”

I huffed out a laugh. “You really did think of everything.”

“Like I said, Chase would kill us if anything happened to you.”

That thought alone would have to keep me warm at night until this was all over. Until Chase woke up from surgery and realized he still wanted and needed me in his life. Then our lives could finally begin, and nothing would stop me from being by his side.
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CHASE


“It wasn’t you in the hospital, was it?” I asked Asher.

He had been hovering in the corner of the room for the last half hour. I kept telling myself that it wasn’t really him, but I could see him. He was right fucking there. But he wasn’t there. He was a hallucination—a figment of my imagination. A byproduct of a fucking tumor growing in my head.

Yet, he was still there, so I talked to him.

“Which time?”

“When I was with Fox. You didn’t really grab Mercy’s medication or the things we needed for Nick.”

“That was you. I was just along for the ride.”

I frowned, trying to piece it together. “How the hell did I do all that and not know it?”

“The brain works in mysterious ways.”

“That’s it? That’s all the fucking help you’re giving me?”

He shrugged, slouching down in the chair. “What the fuck do you want me to say? I’m not really here. You’re basically talking to yourself right now. You needed support, and your brain manifested me for some fucking reason.”

“So, right now, I’m really having a conversation with myself. I’m making up what I think you would say in response to my questions.”

“Fuck if I know,” he sighed.

I let my head drop back to the pillow and stared up at the ceiling. “So, if I ask how you really are…”

“Lonely, depressed…fucking scared.”

I nodded, understanding him completely. Then again, he was probably mimicking my own thoughts and feelings.

“You should have let her stay.”

“I could have gotten her killed,” I said, swallowing the lump in my throat.

“Yeah, that’s a great reason to push her away when all you really want is her by your side.”

I huffed out a laugh as a single tear slipped down my cheek. “What would you have me do? Sit here and hold my hand while I talk with you? Then she could really see how fucking crazy I am. Thank fuck she never saw me talking to you.”

“Then she would have known sooner that something was wrong,” he offered.

That made it better and worse at the same time. When I thought back to standing by that cliff—how fucking devastated I was that Mercy was dead—only to lose my shit when everyone looked at me like I was about to throw myself over the cliff…Talk about a low point in my life.

“She loves you,” he said quietly.

“I know.”

“She’ll be here when you wake up.”

That’s what I was afraid of. I wanted her here so desperately, but I was terrified to look her in the eyes, to see the hope that I wasn’t crazy anymore. What if the surgery didn’t work? What if it didn’t fix a goddamn thing? What was I supposed to do then? I couldn’t saddle her with a man who was losing his mind.

“I doubt she’d see it that way,” Asher grunted.

“I didn’t say anything.”

“I’m in your head, asshole. I can hear everything you think.”

“Then you should know I want a fucking cheeseburger right now.”

“No, you don’t. You want Mercy, but you’re a fucking stubborn jackass who can’t admit what he needs.”

“Says the man who’s hiding away from all his friends because he can’t admit he needs help,” I said just as the door opened.

Patrick strolled in, glancing to the chair. “Talking to yourself again?”

“Fuck off.”

He strode over to the seat.

“Asher’s sitting there.”

He was about to sit down and slowly looked up at me. “Asher is in your head.”

“And he’s in the fucking chair. Find another seat.”

“There are no other seats,” he said, holding his hands wide. “If you’d like to hallucinate another chair for me, I’d gladly take it.”

“I’ll get up,” Asher said, rolling his eyes.

“You shouldn’t give in to that jackass,” I told him. “He’s fucking with you.”

“He fucks with everyone,” Asher retorted.

“Sorry, I don’t have a brain tumor, so I can’t hear the other side of these conversations. Care to fill me in?”

“Even if you had a brain tumor, you wouldn’t hear what I hear. You’d probably have Salma Hayek as your hallucination. I’m stuck with this jackass.”

Patrick flinched back. “Salma Hayek?” He burst out laughing. “Man, are you off base. She’s hot, but I would go for someone more…”

“Like a supermodel?”

“Fascinating. Amelia Earhart.”

My eyebrows shot up in surprise. “That’s who you’d hallucinate about?”

He shrugged, settling further into his seat. “Think about it. She was pretty hot and feisty for her time. She was smart…basically Rae, but if you tell her I said that, I’ll tell everyone it was the brain tumor talking. Besides, I really want to know what happened on that last flight. It keeps me up at night.”

The man was crazy. “Of all the things to keep you up at night, something that happened almost a hundred years ago is the winner?”

“Hey, I watched a documentary on some guys looking for her plane. I thought I was gonna get an explanation at the end, and you know what happened? Nothing. I wasted a whole fucking hour watching it to find out that they didn’t actually find her plane.”

“Uh, don’t you think if they did, you wouldn’t have to watch a documentary to find that out?”

“I thought it was some insider information. And now, I’m left with more questions than answers. It’s not right. They shouldn’t put a show like that on television if they don’t have the goods to back it up.”

“How selfish of them.”

“I know,” he scoffed.

“There’s just one flaw in your theory.”

“How’s that?”

“Well, Asher is really me. He hasn’t actually told me a single thing about his life. In fact, everything he tells me are my own thoughts. So, if you had Amelia for a hallucination, she couldn’t tell you a thing about what really happened.”

Shocked, he leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “Fuck, that’s like…having a stripper in front of you who won’t actually strip.”

“Something like that.”

Leaning back in his seat, he studied me. “Are you sure you don’t want to see Mercy?”

“I already fucking told you⁠—”

“I’m just saying, a lot can go wrong in surgery. One slip and you’re a vegetable.”

“Thanks,” I snapped. “I wasn’t worried enough as it is.”

“Well, that’s what I’m here for.”

“If you’re lucky, you’ll be stuck with me the rest of your life,” Asher grinned.

“Thanks, but I’ll take the slip of the knife first.”

“You’d rather be sliced up than see your woman?” Patrick asked in confusion. “Dude, that’s harsh.”

“I wasn’t talking to you. I was talking to Asher.”

“You know, we need some kind of system to let us know when your hallucinations are taking over. I’m hurt you’d rather talk to him.”

“Not rather…but he’s there. Should I just ignore him?”

“Uh, that’s what I would do if I didn’t want people to think I was crazy. It was a good show, by the way. You know, I almost thought you were gonna jump over the edge of the cliff to rescue Mercy.”

“Is there some length of time I can expect for you to be a jackass?”

“Pretty much for all eternity. It’s not my fault you supplied the material.”

I glanced at Asher, who was still sulking where he leaned against the wall. If I handled this wrong, I’d end up like him, alone and depressed. But I just couldn’t bring myself to see Mercy, to look into her eyes knowing she understood exactly what I was going through. She’d been at death’s door before, and she fucking hated the sympathetic looks and the worry in everyone’s eyes. I could stand that from just about anyone but her. She always saw me as the strong protector, the man who would always take care of her. Now…

Who was I now?

“The same fucking guy as before,” Asher grunted. “Just with a few more people in your head telling you what to think and do.”

“Still not helpful,” I grunted.

“I’m gonna assume you’re talking to the hallucination again,” Patrick grinned. “Well, if that’s it, I’ll head out and leave you two to discuss…whatever it is you discuss. Although, since you’re talking to yourself, it’s probably not a discussion.”

“Patrick,” I snapped.

“Yeah?”

“Get the fuck out.”

He saluted me, then strolled out of the room without a care in the world. I closed my eyes and shut Asher out of my head. It was funny that before he came and went as he pleased, but now that I was aware of him, the fucker wouldn’t leave me alone. And where was Mercy when I wanted to hallucinate her?

I dozed off, waking myself up with horrible nightmares about being left in a vegetative state or unable to walk and talk when the surgery was over. The fourth time I jolted awake, I saw Cash sitting in the corner of the room, stewing in the dark. Neither of us acknowledged that the other was there, but after that, I didn’t wake even one more time until they woke me up for my procedure the next morning.
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“Are you sure you don’t want me to call her?” Cash asked, watching me with that pitying look that said I was making the biggest fucking mistake of my life.

Maybe I was. Hell, I was about to have my head sliced open and I hadn’t even bothered to see her once since I found out I was fucking hallucinating.

“Don’t call her.”

“There’s still time. I could get her here⁠—”

“You can’t get her here. She’s back in Seattle.”

He winced slightly, turning away from me. Guilty.

“You sent her back to Seattle, right?”

He spun and glared at me. “You told me to.”

“But you didn’t do it,” I huffed, shaking my head at him. “I told you I didn’t want her around.”

“Yeah, for the stupidest fucking reasons I’ve ever heard.”

“For valid reasons,” I snapped. “I don’t trust myself, and until I do, I won’t have her in my life.”

“She was there the whole fucking time! You protected her!”

“Yeah, until I only thought I kidnapped her from a hospital. I’m still not fucking sure what happened there. Did I kidnap a real person? Or a corpse?”

“It was a corpse.”

“Great. I stole a dead body. That’s fucking peachy.”

He waved me off. “Don’t worry about it. I talked with the authorities. Apparently, you stole a body donated to science.”

“And I just left it rotting somewhere? Fuck, when would the madness end? “What are the charges for stealing a corpse?”

“It’s all worked out. The situation was explained. No one’s pressing charges.”

“Gee, that’s a relief. At least if I die on the table, I know I won’t have someone’s loved ones coming after me.”

“Actually, they might. The police and the hospital are trying to convince the family that it was a legitimate mistake.”

“Cash, a legitimate mistake would be if I had intended to take a body and grabbed the wrong one. I was intending to take a live person and ended up with a dead one. I’m not sure how you convince the family that everything’s hunky dory.”

“You have a brain tumor!” he snapped. “It wasn’t your fault.”

I turned to Asher and raised an eyebrow. “Care to jump in anytime soon?”

He shrugged. “I’m enjoying the show. I’ve never seen someone try to convince others that he belonged in jail. It’s an interesting twist.”

“I’m not saying I belong in jail. I’m saying the situation is fucked up.”

“And this isn’t?” he questioned. “It’s not even a little weird to have a conversation with me in front of your boss?”

“He already knows you’re there. Why hide it?”

“I don’t know. So he doesn’t decide to fire you after the surgery?”

I turned to Cash. “Would you do that?”

“Um…in case you didn’t know, I can’t hear your conversations with your hallucination.”

“Would you fire me after the surgery?”

“Why would I do that?”

Asher leaned forward. “The real question is why would he tell you now?”

“Chase, I’m not firing you. You’re on medical leave until you’re cleared for duty.”

“Cleared for duty,” Asher laughed. “When are any of us ever cleared for duty? After all the shit we’ve seen and done, it’s amazing more of us aren’t in a straight jacket. And you’re seeing people! That should be an automatic discharge.”

“Shut up,” I growled, trying to push him out of my head.

“Ignore him,” Cash said, stepping forward.

“I’m trying to, but he’s right there. And he’s in my head. His thoughts are my thoughts. Those are kind of hard to ignore.”

“Look, this will be over soon and then you’ll be good as new⁠—”

“You don’t know that,” I snapped. “What if when they cut it out it fucks with other things? What if I can’t fucking walk or talk? What the hell do I do then? Are you gonna cover all my medical costs? Are you gonna pay for a nurse to wipe my ass when I’m paralyzed?”

I didn’t even know if any of that was possible. I zoned out as the doctor listed the many possible complications with the surgery. But the closer the time came to having the procedure, the more I wanted to walk away. I could live out my life for however long that would be in peace, with all my body parts still functioning.

He gripped my shoulder, staring down at me intently. “Whatever happens, we’ll get through this. I swear to you. The whole fucking team is behind you.”

I glanced in the corner of the room and saw my hallucination shaking his head at me. Everyone was here except for one man.

Ignoring him, I switched subjects. “Are my parents here yet?”

“They should be here any minute.”

I nodded. “Maybe you could meet them downstairs and explain things before they get up here.”

He knew I was trying to get rid of him, but thankfully didn’t argue. “Sure. I’ll take care of it.”

I stared at the clock, watching the minutes tick down on my life. In my job, I always knew something could happen that would end it all. But there was always a good chance that I would come out of things with little injury. But I couldn’t rely on my skills and training for this. There was no mission to prepare for and no one on comms to help me out in a tough spot. I was all on my own, totally at the mercy of the doctors.

Mercy.
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MERCY


Lucy stumbled out of her room at five-thirty, rubbing her eyes as her high ponytail flopped on her head from rolling around in her sleep. Despite looking like she hadn’t slept a wink, I knew better. I’d heard her snoring all night long. It took everything in me not to walk into her room and smother her with a pillow just so I didn’t have to hear her sleeping peacefully as I paced the hotel room.

I tried going to sleep. Hell, I even took a sleeping pill that Patrick offered me when he dropped by last night to check on me. Yet, I still tossed and turned until I finally got out of bed at three in the morning and made myself some coffee. I was now on my fifth cup and feeling shittier for the caffeine racing through my system.

Lucy stretched with a big yawn as she grabbed a mug. “Man, that was an amazing bed. Do you think they’d let me bring it back with me?”

“I doubt that.”

Setting her cup down, she picked up the coffee pot and glared at the minuscule contents. “There’s no coffee.”

“There was coffee. You just didn’t get up in time for it.”

She glanced at the clock, her eyes bugging out. “It’s only five-thirty! What am I even doing up? And how did you drink all the coffee?”

“I poured it, then drank it. It was pretty straightforward.”

She shoved the carafe back into the coffeemaker and snarled, “You know, a girl without coffee is like…” She squinted as she tried to come up with something to say. “It’s like a person who really needs coffee!”

I set down my own mug and walked over to refill the coffee. I was going to have another cup anyway, so I made a whole pot, knowing it would take several cups to wake her up.

“Maybe I should get one that raises at the head,” she said thoughtfully.

“What?”

“You know, a new bed.”

“There’s nothing wrong with your mattress at your place.”

“Nothing wrong is not the same as sleeping on clouds. And I am a girl who needs to sleep on clouds.”

“I would take any sleep at all right now.”

“Why didn’t you take the sleeping pills?”

“I did. They didn’t work.”

“They should have knocked you on your ass.”

Didn’t I know it. But apparently, the power of my mind was greater than any drug I could be given.

A loud knock at the door had me nearly jumping out of my skin. I wasn’t expecting anyone this early in the morning. I nearly fell out of my chair in my race to get to the door. When I swung it open, Patrick stood there with a grin on his face.

“Ready to go?”

“Go where?”

He laughed and swung a dry-cleaning bag in my direction. “To the hospital, of course. We can sneak in when they’re getting him ready for surgery.”

“He doesn’t want me there.”

“Yeah, and that’s a good idea, why?”

“It’s not, but I have to respect his wishes.”

“Right,” he said, drawing out the word. “The wishes of a man who hallucinated your death and was absolutely devastated. See, what he doesn’t know is that if we sneak in there, he’ll think he’s hallucinating you again. See? It’s perfect! He’ll never know you were there.”

“I can’t do that to him!” I shrieked.

“I would totally do that to him,” Lucy said, walking up behind me with a bowl of cereal. “Any chance I could get in on some of the action?”

“Lucy!” I snapped.

“I was hoping you’d say that. I have a uniform for you also. If you could provide the distraction⁠—”

“You will not do that,” I insisted.

She grabbed it out of his hands. “Cool.” Shoving the bowl of cereal into my hands, she headed into the living room. “Any chance there are any other hotties hanging around?”

“Tons of them,” Patrick said, whistling as he entered the suite. “Damn, Cash put you up in a nice room. He even got you food,” he said in astonishment as he opened the fridge. “Just how long are you staying?”

“Are you single?” Lucy asked Patrick.

“Happily unattached,” he grinned. “But always looking for a good time.”

“We’re not doing this,” I said, slamming the bowl down on the counter, spilling cereal everywhere.

“Yeah? I’m always looking for a good time,” Lucy said as she stripped off her pants right there in front of him.

“I would be more than happy to stay here with you for as long as you need,” he grinned. “You know, for protection until Chase is out of the hospital.”

Striding over to him, I got in his face. “I don’t need protection and I don’t need you staying here.” Then I snatched the clothes out of Lucy’s hand. “And we are not going to the hospital to trick him into thinking I’m a hallucination. That’s just⁠—”

“Mean? Evil? Twisted?” Patrick grinned. “Trust me, this is what I do.”

“Why would you do that?” I asked in astonishment.

“I like it,” Lucy grinned. “It’s exactly the type of fun I’m looking for.”

“Because life is too boring to always be serious.” He plopped down on the couch and kicked his feet up on the table. “Do you have cable?”

“You know, it’s really early. I’d appreciate it if you could leave. I have things to do.”

“Right,” he said, flipping the channels. “Lots of pacing and muttering to yourself. I heard all about it from the guys.”

“How would they—” I stopped and narrowed my eyes at him. “Patrick…”

“Hmm?” he said, not bothering to look at me.

“Are there cameras in here?”

He snickered, which made me feel better. “Of course there are.”

And then I felt like shit. Taking a deep breath, I swallowed down my anger. This was what they did. It wasn’t his fault that all his friends were massive assholes.

“I want you out now.”

“No can do, señorita. Nope, where you go, I go.”

I grabbed him by the ear and yanked him out of the seat as he screamed like a girl. Marching to the door, I ignored his pleas for me to release him. “You will not come back. Do you understand me?”

“Well, that’s kind of hard since I have a key and all.”

Glaring at him, I slammed the door in his face.

“I’ll just wait out here!” he shouted through the door.

Turning, I huffed my way over to the couch and sat down, screaming into a pillow. Lucy still stood there naked, striking different poses.

“What are you doing?”

“Uh…if there are cameras in here, I’m ensuring that I end up with a really hot guy at the end of the night.” She looked down at her bra and panties. “Do you think I should put on a different set?”

Storming off to my room, I slammed the door, then flopped down on my bed. It would have been so easy to take Patrick up on his offer. I desperately wanted to see Chase, but I would never do that to him. I knew what it was like for people to not care about your wants and needs when you were the one who was sick. I would never put him in that same position. It would be a total betrayal of the trust between us. And if we had any hope of surviving, I needed him to still want me on his side when this was over.

If he survived the surgery.


30
[image: ]
CHASE


“The nurse will be in to prep you in a few minutes,” the doctor said, smiling at me as if this was a routine colonoscopy.

“Thanks, doc.”

I glanced over at Asher as the doc left, sighing when he gave me disappointed look. “What?”

“You thanked him.”

“What was I supposed to do?”

“I don’t know,” he sighed. “Tell him to shove it up his ass.”

“Why don’t you disappear?”

“I will as soon as you stop dragging me into your life.”

“If only you were the real Asher,” I grumbled. “At least he would give me shit instead of telling me what I already think.”

“You could have Patrick here instead,” he grinned. “Just imagine how much fun that would be.”

“The last thing I need is someone to make fun of me,” I snapped, though it was a lie. I really did wish Patrick was here. At least he’d take the edge off the tension. “If you’re part of my imagination, I should be able to just blink you away.”

“Good luck with that,” he laughed.

“Honey?”

My eyes swung to the door and landed on my mom. She was watching me curiously, probably because she’d overheard me talking to myself.

“Hey, Mom.”

And then my dad walked in, just as stern as I always remembered. He was a good man, but we didn’t exactly see eye to eye on most things.

“Son,” he nodded, always formal when he spoke to me. “I saw your boss downstairs. He said you were injured on a job?”

“Not exactly.”

He shook his head in disappointment. “I always knew you’d end up hurt working a job like that.”

I really didn’t need this shit right now. “Dad, don’t start.”

“You never did listen. I told you not to enter the military, especially with a war going on, but you were always so damn stubborn.”

“I wasn’t injured while working,” I said louder, but as usual, he didn’t listen.

“John—”

But my dad cut off my mom like he always did. “Well, I guess we always knew this would happen. You have to have some kind of operation on your head?”

“I have a tumor.”

“Most likely caused by something the military made you take. Yeah, I’ve read all about these injections and pills they forced you to take. Things that you should only take once, they had you take over and over again to keep you safe. Well, how safe can you be in a war zone? Huh? And then you come back and end up in the hospital!”

“Dad!” I shouted, but the old man wouldn’t listen to a word I said.

“When this is over, you’ll come home with us. You can help me in the shop, the way you were always meant to. You know, Jamie is still single. You always were good together.”

“Dad, I’m not getting together with Jamie. I have someone.”

“Yeah? Where is she?”

I opened my mouth, then slammed it shut. He didn’t need my explanations.

“John, save it for another time. Your son is about to have surgery.”

“Surgery he wouldn’t need if he would have only listened to me!”

“Yeah, great family,” Asher grinned.

“Better than your in-laws,” I muttered.

“What’s that?” Dad asked.

“Nothing.”

“You said something. If you have something to say, just say it.”

“I wasn’t talking to you.”

“Then who were you talking to?”

“Asher,” I snapped. “The imaginary friend hanging around in my head.”

He narrowed his eyes at me. “That’s not funny. Are you mocking me?”

“No.”

“Your mother and I flew a long way to be here. The least you could do is show us some goddamn respect!”

“I was literally talking to the imaginary person in the corner of the room,” I snapped, pointing to where Asher was standing. “If you’d listen for one fucking minute⁠—”

“Chase!” my mother exclaimed.

“—then you’d know that I have a brain tumor, which is causing me to see things that aren’t there. It’s not because of a job or the fucking military. It’s because something is growing inside my head and they have to cut it out!” I shouted.

Silence greeted me as I ended my tirade. My mother looked horrified and my father didn’t look like he knew what to think. I hadn’t meant to say all that shit, let alone swear at my parents, but they weren’t listening.

Asher nodded mockingly at me. “Nice way to ease them into the whole imaginary friend thing. I like your style.”

“Shut up.”

“Excuse me?” my dad snapped.

Sighing, I rested back and blocked everyone out, most importantly, Asher. That fucker could walk out of my life and keep going for all I cared. After he was gone from my head, I didn’t care if he ever returned.

Those were the little lies I told myself to feel better about my current predicament. And right about now, I wished Mercy was here beside me instead of back at the hotel. Maybe she would be able to explain things better to my parents. Hell, she was a doctor. She would understand.

But she wouldn’t be in doctor mode. She’d be hovering over me, worrying about me. I just couldn’t deal with that right now. It was bad enough that my parents were here. Besides, what would she say if she saw me? That it wasn’t my fault? That I didn’t mean to almost get her killed?

Yeah, those excuses didn’t fly with me.

“If you’re lucky, I’ll still be here when you wake up from surgery,” Asher grinned, taking a bite of his apple.

“Where the hell did you get an apple? And why can you eat? You’re not real!”

“I’m in your head. I can do anything you’re imagining.”

“Great,” I laid my head back. “And I’m imagining you eating. Fucking perfect.”

“I think you should get the doctor,” my father hissed at my mother.

“Okay!” the nurse said brightly as she walked in. “Ready to get prepped for surgery?”

Asher and I both looked over at her. “She’s too peppy. If I were really here, I’d pull my gun and shoot her. I wouldn’t even think twice about it.”

“Yes,” I said to the nurse. “The sooner the better.”
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“Alright, lady.” Lucy snatched my arm and dragged me toward the hotel room door. “Time to get you out of here.”

“I’m not going to the hospital.”

“Of course you’re not. But I’m hungry. It’s time to eat.”

“How can you even think of eating at a time like this?” I asked incredulously.

“Well, in all fairness, he’s your hot boyfriend, not mine. And since I only met him one time, I really don’t have a connection with him. In fact, it would be weird if I was all upset over this tumor thing. Then you’d start thinking that I had a secret crush on Chase, and then I’d have to explain that I didn’t. It would become this whole thing, and I don’t have the energy to deal with that and worry about getting one of these guys to finally make a move on me.”

I slipped my feet into my tennis shoes and sighed. “Right, I forgot about you trying to snag one.”

“Really? I would have thought my constant undressing for the cameras would have kept it at the forefront of your mind. Man, you really were lost in your thoughts.”

The door swung open and Patrick strolled in, grinning widely at me. “Ready to eat?”

“No.”

“Too bad. I found a great restaurant I want to try.”

“I really don’t want to⁠—”

“Hey! Are we leaving yet? I found a great place for us to try,” Fox grinned, shoving through the door. He frowned when he saw me. “You look terrible. When was the last time you cleansed your chakra?”

“Did what?” I asked, not sure I needed to know this.

He chuckled lightly. “Reset yourself. You know, become at one with who you are deep in your soul.”

My eyebrows shot up in surprise. “I’m not sure I want to get to know her.”

“It’s easy,” he said, wrapping his arm around my waist as he guided me down the hall. “First, we need to go for a walk. Barefoot, preferably. Then, we’ll visit the river, maybe dip your toes in.”

“Wait,” I stopped him. “Why would I do that?”

“To make you at one with the root chakra and the sacral chakra. Duh. After that…”

He continued talking as we walked down the hall, but I tuned him out. The last thing I needed was to go for a walk barefoot.

“And if that doesn’t work, we’ll surround you with chakra colors.”

“How exactly do you surround yourself with colors?” I regretted it as soon as the words left my mouth.

“Well, you need to focus on one at a time. The easiest way is to wear a color. Ooh, or we can put some color-tinted glasses on you,” he grinned. “Man, this is going to be so amazing.”

“Uh, not to interrupt, but we were about to go to lunch,” Patrick said. “I have a restaurant picked out.”

“Yeah, sorry, but I can’t eat all that greasy food,” Fox grimaced. “That shit is so bad for you. I found a healthy restaurant for us. As an appetizer, they serve sprouts with a delicious⁠—”

“Fox!” Patrick snapped. “I am not eating sprouts or anything that could be considered a weed.”

“It’s not a weed. And for many years before people learned about eating meat, they ate from the earth.”

“Learned about eating meat?” Patrick asked, his face twisted in confusion. “What do you think cavemen ate?”

“Uh, I think it’s pretty obvious they ate off the land,” Fox snorted.

“Yeah? In the middle of the Ice Age?” Patrick shot back.

“Maybe they stored the food like…like that guy in the Bible?” Fox snapped.

“Yeah, the cavemen who could only grunt to each other predicted a famine and gathered weeds to outlast the ice age. There are ancient cave drawings of them drying the leaves!”

“Oh my God, stop!” I shouted, ending the madness. Were they always like this? “Neither of you are picking the restaurant. Lucy and I will decide where we eat.”

“That’s right,” Lucy nodded. “As much as I love my body, there is no way I’m eating weeds.”

“You’re only siding with him because you want to sleep with him,” Fox pouted.

“That may be, but I still wouldn’t eat weeds even if there was a shot he would be in my bed tonight.”

“My restaurant had shawarma,” Patrick muttered. “Not that you care, you big traitor.”

“I’m not a traitor,” Fox gasped. “I gave up a life of misery for one of healing and cleansing.”

“That cleansing will give us all the shits if we eat it,” Patrick spat. “Can’t you do us all a favor and become a crazy killer again? I don’t know how much more of this I can take.”

“You want him to be a killer?” This was so weird.

“A crazy, righteous killer,” Patrick corrected. “Now he’s all moral and just. He wants to heal people with his mind, and he’s driving us all fucking crazy!”

“Is it wrong that he doesn’t want to be a killer?” I asked. Geez, that sounded really selfish of Patrick.

“Sure, it sounds bad if you put it like that, but it’s not only that part of him that’s changed. His wife is worried about him. He doesn’t watch musicals anymore, and he talks about sticks and chalk all the time.”

“Chakra,” Fox corrected, “and I’m just being mindful.”

“You’re being a fucking pain in the ass. Why do you think everyone keeps passing you off? No one wants to be around you. We thought it was bad before with your Funyuns and your pig’s feet, but this is even worse! You’re not even eating meat anymore!”

I was pretty sure I’d lost my appetite by now. Between eating grass and the feet of pigs, the thought of food just wasn’t appealing. “Oh, look! Dresses!” I squealed, dragging Lucy into the boutique off the hotel lobby. I pulled her far enough into the shop that the guys couldn’t hear us. Spinning to face her, I took a calming breath. “We need to escape them. I can’t take this. They bicker like an old married couple. I’m trying to stay calm, not work myself into a frenzy!”

“Well, what do you want to do? It’s not like we can ditch them. Besides, I think I’m really making progress with Patrick,” she grinned.

“Oh, what do you know? You’d trade your kid for a hot man.”

“You bet your ass I would,” she chuckled. “Have you seen the way Patrick looks in his tactical gear?” she asked, smiling as she waved to him in the lobby.

“Who are you and what have you done with my friend?”

She turned to me with a frown. “What are you talking about? I’ve always ogled men. There’s nothing different there.”

“You didn’t used to know the term tactical gear.”

“I read,” she sneered at me.

“What exactly do you read?” I scoffed, knowing there was only one thing she liked to read, and it had nothing to do with military men.

She squirmed under my intense gaze, finally giving in. “Alright, I don’t read. While you were pacing the hospital, I was cozying up to Patrick.”

I gasped, stepping back in shock. “You told me you went for coffee.”

“I did, okay? But you were crying and sad, and I’m not good with those things. Besides, he’s really hot. Have you seen him?”

“Of course, I have, but I wouldn’t have left you in your time of need.”

“You didn’t need me. You were wearing a hole in the floor,” she shot back. “Besides, I was very clear from the beginning that I wanted to meet a friend of Chase’s. He was right there. Tell me I’m wrong.”

I rolled my eyes, trying to be upset with her, but the truth was, I hadn’t even really noticed she was gone. When she told me she was going, I heard her, but didn’t actually pay attention. She could have been sitting in the chair the whole time and I wouldn’t have noticed.

“Well, what are we going to do now? I can’t listen to them argue the whole time.”

“Right. There’s only one thing to do. We have to split them up.”

“Okay, and how do we do that?”

She patted me on the shoulder with a weak smile. “I’ll take Patrick. See ya later!”

She took off, racing for the front of the store. “Lucy!” I hissed, but it was too late. She was already waving over her shoulder as she guided Patrick back to the elevators. It looked like I was stuck with Fox for the rest of the day.
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“Now, go into the downward dog,” Fox instructed, twisting his body downward.

I sat like a lump, refusing to comply.

He glanced over at me with a frown, his head hanging upside down. “Mercy, downward dog.”

“Fox,” I mocked, “not gonna happen.”

He breathed through his pose, then stood upright with his hands together in a prayer. After a few muttered words, he turned to me with a disapproving look. “You know, yoga only helps if you actually do it.”

“If I wanted to do yoga, I would have started a long time ago.”

“You weren’t even trying,” he chastised. “Trust me. I’ve been doing this for a few months now and I can attest to how amazing it is. I’m like a whole new person.”

“And from what I hear, everyone wishes you’d go back to the way you were,” I snapped, feeling only slightly bad about taking my anger out on him. After all, he was the one preventing me from wallowing in peace.

“Harsh, lady. You know, I was trying to be friendly.”

“Can you be friendly without trying to convert me to your uber healthy lifestyle?”

“This is how I bond. Well, most recently. Before, I just used to watch musicals.”

I winced, not sure that was any better. At least he wouldn’t be forcing me to eat weird food or making me do yoga. “Alright, let’s watch a musical.”

His face paled and he shook his head. “No, I…can’t.”

“Why not?”

“Because.” He swallowed hard, like this was some line in the sand he couldn’t cross.

“Because…it might distract me?”

Again, he swallowed hard.

“How about…what’s that one with the fighting gangs?”

“West Side Story,” he whispered, his voice cracking as he said it. “That’s…not a good option.”

“Why?”

“Because—” He suddenly spun away from me, running his fingers through his hair. “I need to do some yoga. Maybe get some lavender to calm me down.”

I had no idea what was going on right now, but he was flipping out. I watched as he practically tore the place apart looking for something. He grabbed a bag, ripping it open in his mad search for this mysterious object.

“Fox—”

“I just need my stick.”

“Like…a stick outside?” I asked in confusion.

Finally, he yanked his hand from the bag and held up a purple tube. Uncapping it, he breathed in the scent and slowly started to calm down. That was strange at best.

“Okay, not that I’m one to talk given what I’m going through at the moment, but that was…what the hell just happened?”

“Nothing,” he chuckled. “Everything’s totally fine.”

I quirked an eyebrow at him. “Not to point out the obvious, but I’ve been dragged across the country as my boyfriend hallucinated an imaginary person and various threats. He’s about to have his brain sliced open, and if it weren’t for my insane attraction to him, I might have noticed sooner that something was wrong. So, I might not be the best at spotting when something is wrong, but I can definitely see that you are not fine.”

With his hands resting on his hips, he finally turned to me. His face was pained despite the fact he was trying to appear cool and collected. “I just…had a moment.”

“Okay,” I said slowly. “And would you like to explain what that moment meant?”

“Not particularly.”

I could see forcing him to talk wasn’t going to work. Not that I could blame him. Everyone always tried to get me to open up and talk about my feelings when I was going through the transplant process. It sucked to have everyone trying to dive into my brain and assess how I was feeling. I wouldn’t do that to someone else.

“Okay,” I shrugged, sitting on the couch.

“That’s it?” he asked, narrowing his eyes at me.

“If you don’t want to talk, we don’t have to.” I glanced at the clock and sighed. There were still hours left of the surgery, and nothing so far had completely distracted me from the gnawing in my gut.

“How about that movie?” Fox asked, taking a seat beside me on the couch.

“Sure,” I smiled, if only to feel normal for a few minutes.

The minutes slowly ticked by as I pretended to watch the movie. I tried to focus on the singing and dancing. I even knew a few songs and muttered along with them. But it only lasted a few seconds before I was back to wondering how the surgery was going. My fingers itched to pick up the phone and call in a few favors with doctors I knew could get me answers. But part of me didn’t want to know. As long as I was in the dark, I couldn’t overanalyze what was happening.

“I killed a man when I was a kid.”

Fox’s low voice rasped beside me, completely stopping my chaotic train of thought.

“What?” I was sure I’d heard him wrong. That’s when I noticed that his fingers were tapping out a rhythm on his knee in time with the music. “What happened?”

“A man was raping my mother. She was a—” His lips pressed firmly together as his face scrunched up.

I didn’t know why he was telling me this, but I wasn’t about to stop him if he felt like he had to get it out.

“I didn’t think. I just grabbed the first thing I found and bashed his head in,” he said, staring at the screen as his fingers continued their rhythm. “West Side Story was playing on the TV.”

“And that’s why you don’t like musicals,” I surmised. But to my surprise, he shook his head no.

“That’s what fueled my desire to unleash the anger inside me. All it took was hearing that snappy tune and something inside of me just…snapped.” His eyes took on a happy…almost maniacal look as he cocked his head and stared at the TV. He took a deep breath and relaxed into the couch, his fingers still drumming on his knee.

I shifted uncomfortably beside him, not because of what he just admitted, but because I felt like I was watching a porno. He was in his element right now, feeding the demon inside him. And I had a front row seat to that depraved side of him.

“Um…” What did a person say when another person admitted to something so strange?

I faced the TV, all too aware that there was nothing I could say right now without greatly insulting the man beside me. I hadn’t lived his life or watched my mother being raped. I hadn’t killed a man in cold blood and enjoyed it. Nor did I find musicals as a great motivator for killing someone. Although, now that I was watching this musical, it was all I could think about.

“Is it the music?” I asked out loud, though I was really talking to myself.

“Depends on the musical. In West Side Story, it was the snapping. When I bashed in that guy’s head and looked up, it was the end of the song. Just the snapping,” he said, still staring at the TV with a mesmerized look on his face. “I just kept snapping.”

“And that sends you into some blind rage,” I ventured a guess.

“It…calms me. The only way I can describe it is that it fuels something inside me. The desire for blood takes over.”

I nodded, though I didn’t understand it. “Any other songs do it for you?”

His lips twitched as a smile spread across his lips. “Phantom Of The Opera. I really like that one.”

“Sure, I can see that. It’s all dark and twisty.”

“Great music.” Then he frowned, shaking his head. “But that part of my life is over. I left it behind.”

“Dare I ask why?”

His head slowly swiveled to face me. “I lost my desire to take a life.” His eyes flicked up in thought. “No, I lost the thrill of torture. It was never about killing for me. It was about inflicting pain, to release some of that pent-up tension in my body. It would invade my mind until the only way to release it was to lose myself to it.” His eyes moved back to the TV and he resumed tapping his knee. “I thought I’d left all that behind. And then you mentioned that musical.”

“I’m sorry.”

He shook his head slightly, and then a bright smile lit his face. He grabbed the remote and turned off the TV. “No need. I see my willpower is not quite as strong as I thought. Time to do some more yoga. Ready?”

I wasn’t at all, but I had flipped some switch in his brain. Wasn’t it my responsibility to help him move past it?

“Sure.”

Luckily, the phone rang, saving me from another hour of meditation. I rushed over to it, grabbing the receiver. “Hello?”

“Mercy, it’s Cash.”
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Mercy.

The bright light over my head blocked the sight of the nurse as she bent over me, smiling down at me as she covered my face with the mask. I was going under the knife and all I wanted was to tell Mercy I loved her one last time. Why had I been so stupid and pushed her away? This might be my last chance, and instead of seizing the opportunity, I made sure that neither of us got a chance to say goodbye.

Things started to turn hazy and my mind drifted off.

Mercy.
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“Would you shut up? Geez, let the man sleep. He’ll wake up when he’s good and ready.”

“It’s been days. How long are we going to wait? Let’s pull the plug and head home.”

“Nice. I’m sure he’d be grateful you’re so willing to end his life.”

“What life? He’s hooked up to tubes and pissing in a catheter. I’m not sure that could qualify as a life.”

I had to agree with whatever jackass was about to pull the plug on me. Even though I couldn’t voice those thoughts, I didn’t have any desire to be stuck in a bed. I tried to grunt, but darkness clouded my mind, making me slip back below the water filling my mind.
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“I’m telling you, something isn’t right!”

Mercy.

“He should be awake by now, and the fact that they aren’t telling us anything is a classic sign that they don’t know what’s wrong.”

“Let’s not jump to conclusions. That’s all I’m asking.”

“It’s not jumping to conclusions,” she snapped. “It was normal a few days ago. Everyone wakes up at their own rate. Now, it’s clear there’s an issue. Something either went wrong with the surgery and they don’t want to tell us, or they have no fucking clue what happened!”

There was something wrong with me? I could hear them. They were talking around me. I recognized the voices, even if I could only place Mercy’s. Maybe they didn’t know I was awake in here. I needed to think really hard. Maybe it would send my brain waves into overdrive or something.

But the strain of trying to think only made me tired and I slipped off into the darkness again.
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“Wake up, you stupid fucker.”

I recognized that voice instantly, and it wasn’t good. Peeling my eyes open, I could barely see the outline of his face as he hovered near my bed. Fuck, it was him, alright.

“You know, I’m not sticking around for days on end while you decide whether or not you’re going to grace us with your presence.”

My finger twitched on the bed beside me. Using all my brain power, I tried to wiggle my finger, but I wasn’t sure it actually worked. How the hell was I supposed to communicate with him? Then again, he was me. I was him. Asher was just a figment of my imagination, and he was here to stay apparently.

“Go away,” I mumbled, drifting off to sleep again.
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“It’s been three weeks. Give us something!”

The stress in Mercy’s voice was clear. Had it really been three weeks? How long was I going to lay here? Crap, had I lost all brain function? If I had, I wouldn’t be thinking about any of this, would I?

“Ma’am, I know⁠—”

“You know?” Mercy shrieked. “Don’t give me that shit. I’m a doctor!”

“I know. You’ve told us many times.”

“Then you know not to give it to me any way other than straight. Just tell me what you think is going on.”

I wanted to hear that as well. I wasn’t very excited about being trapped in my body. Not only that, but so much time seemed to have passed. If I fell asleep again, would it be a year later? Fuck that. I couldn’t handle this. Either I had to get myself out of this or face being a vegetable for the rest of my life.

The last time I tried to let everyone know I was awake, I’d slept for weeks. I couldn’t drain all my energy, but if I didn’t, I might never wake up. I focused on moving my fingers. I could imagine lifting one and thought I felt something brush against my skin. That was a start, but I was already sweating. It wasn’t enough to move a finger. They had to see that I was awake. Maybe they could give me a shot of adrenaline.

“He’s just taking his sweet time. It’s a sympathy thing.”

“You’re such an asshole.”

“Yeah, you keep telling me that.”

“Because it’s true.”

“Just don’t let Mercy hear you say that shit. This is hard enough on her.”

Wait, she wasn’t here anymore? Where’d she go?

“I give it another week and she’s out. Seriously, she can’t put her life on hold forever.”

“Is there any part of you that actually feels bad about what’s happening?”

“You say that like I don’t care. I’m hurt.”

“You certainly don’t sound like you care.”

“That’s because I’m a realist. Sorry if that hurts your delicate sensibilities.”

Stop!

I shouted in my head over and over again, praying like hell I would actually wake up this time. I thought I heard an increase in beeping, but then everything went dark again.
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“We’re not hopeful at this point, Mr. Carter. Honestly, we’ve tried everything. The surgery was a success, but sometimes the body can’t handle the stress of everything.”

“You sliced into his brain. How can you be sure you didn’t knick the wrong thing?” my father asked.

I tuned them out as I felt something brush against my arm.

“I should be back in my fucking cabin right now, but I’m here instead, waiting on your sorry ass to wake up,” Asher rumbled. “And if you have a sympathetic bone in your body, you’ll put us all out of our misery. Your parents are driving us insane. Your dad’s a dick.”

I chuckled at his words, feeling a smile float through me.

“Are you—Chase.”

His harsh tone caught me off guard.

“Were you fucking smiling?”

Was I?

“I said, your dad is a dick, so wake the fuck up or I’m gonna have to put a bullet in his head.”

Again, a chuckle ripped from my chest, but this time, light accompanied the feeling. Asher’s face filled my vision and a look of relief replaced panic. For just a moment, I was so fucking thankful to be awake. But then it hit me that if he was here, the surgery was a flop.

“Fucker,” I grumbled.

“Did he just say something?”

That was Patrick. I heard his feet pounding closer to me before I turned my head and saw his ugly face. Shaking his head with a sardonic smile, he barked out a laugh.

“Fuck, I thought for sure I was gonna have to pull the plug.”

“Ass,” I muttered, though it came out harsh and muted. Fuck, I needed some water. Why did I feel so tired? Fuck, my arms and legs felt like lead. I needed to get out of this bed. I tried to sit up, but didn’t get very far before I fell back against the bed.

“Aw, look at that,” Patrick grinned. “He’s trying to sit up, just like a newborn calf.”

The door swung open and Mercy rushed in, stopping when she saw I was awake. Now I really needed to get up because all I wanted was to hold her in my arms and make sure she was real. I had imagined her too, but there wasn’t a trace of any injury on her. The scrapes and bruises from our days on the run had long since healed. How long had I been asleep?

“Mercy.” The sound barely left my lips when she shoved Patrick in the chair and flung herself at me, wrapping her arms around my neck in any way she could as I was plastered to the bed. With as much strength as I could muster, I shifted my hand until I gripped her shirt, holding myself to her as much as possible. Fuck, I missed that smell.

I closed my eyes and breathed her in.

“Oh, hell no,” Patrick intervened. “Don’t go to sleep yet. You just fucking woke up.”

A chuckle broke free from my lips and Mercy leaned back, tears spilling down her cheeks as she smiled at me.

“I thought I lost you,” she whispered.

“Hard…to kill,” I murmured.

“That’s why I stuck with you so long. Better to take my chances with you than a pansy ass like Patrick.”

“Hey, I resent that!” Patrick snapped.

Mercy sucked in a deep breath, closing her eyes as she squeezed my hand. This had to be hard on her. Hell, I’d pretty much tossed her out of my life right before the surgery. Which reminded me…

“How long…” I had to stop and swallow before continuing. “—have I been…asleep?”

“Almost a month,” Mercy said, her smile growing despite the tears in her eyes.

Her eyes drifted to our connected hands. I ran my thumb over the back of her hand, not able to do much else right now. I was already so fucking tired. “I’m sorry.”

She nodded, refusing to meet my eyes as she sniffled. “I know.”

“Yeah, yeah. He’s sorry. You’re sorry. We’re all so fucking happy you’re awake. What about the real question?” Patrick asked.

“Not now,” Mercy snapped.

“I think we all want to know if it worked,” Patrick said, staring at me intently.

I didn’t dare look at Asher. I already knew he wasn’t supposed to be there, that this would devastate Mercy and cause her more pain. I couldn’t do that to her, but if I didn’t tell her, I was undermining every piece of our relationship and the honesty we’d built before all this started.

My lip turned up in the corner as I watched her. “It didn’t work,” I whispered.

Her eyebrows pulled down in a frown. She turned to Patrick, who was fucking smiling.

“What are you talking about? Of course it worked,” Asher snapped. “You’re awake.”

“But I still see you and I’m not supposed to.”

Patrick tossed back his head and laughed, but Mercy in all her glory stood and shoved Patrick so hard he fell out of the chair. “You didn’t tell him Asher was coming before he went into surgery?” she shrieked. “You’re such an ass!”

Confused, I looked back to Asher, then to Patrick, who was on the floor laughing hysterically. “What’s going on?”

“I’m really Asher,” Asher muttered.

“Yeah, I know that, but you’re also in my head.”

“No, that’s the real Asher,” Mercy sighed. “Cash found him before you went into surgery and convinced him to come since he’s the one you’ve been hallucinating. But somebody—” she said, shooting Patrick a stabbing glare— “was supposed to tell you before the surgery so you would know when you woke up.”

Patrick pulled himself off the floor, still gasping for air. “You gotta admit, that was so much more hilarious.”

I cocked my head at Asher, waiting for him to tell me he was really in my head. But instead, he sank down in the chair beside my bed and stared at me expectantly.

“How do I know it’s really you?” I croaked out.

“I don’t know how to answer that,” he shrugged. “What would your hallucination say?”

“Anything my brain wanted him to.”

“Then I guess you’re fucked.”

I chuckled at the irony of the situation, that only I could tell my brain that Asher was real, yet that’s exactly what my hallucination would want me to think. “Patrick, maybe next time you should think of a safe word or something.”

“Yeah, I didn’t think of that,” he frowned, scratching the back of his head. “Hey, I think she broke the skin. I’m fucking bleeding!”

“And?”

“And?” he said incredulously. “Your girlfriend beat me up! Aren’t you gonna do something about that?”

“Sure, let me jump up and take care of the little woman,” I laughed, barely getting the words out.

“Let me get you some water,” Mercy grinned, stepping away. Patrick backed up as she passed, leaving enough space that she couldn’t reach him. But on her way back, she pulled out the chair just as he was about to sit down and he fell on his ass.

“Fuck, that hurt, woman!” he grimaced, rubbing his tailbone as he rolled over. “You could have broken my ass!”

“Serves you right,” she grinned, holding the cup to my lips.

The cool water hit my throat like a thousand knives, scratching at first, but with every swallow soothing the ache from lack of use. But just as I was about to take another sip, Mercy pulled back.

“Slow down. I would hate to piss off your doctor.”

“She’s lying,” Patrick mumbled. “She’s been getting great joy out of yelling at them.”

“That’s because it’s better than talking to you,” Asher retorted. “Go get the doctor.”

“You go get the doctor,” Patrick argued.

I closed my eyes and listened to them bicker as Mercy squeezed my hand. I was back.
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You’d think after sleeping for so long, I would be wide awake, but no matter how hard I tried, sleep kept claiming me. Thankfully, when my parents came in, I was already exhausted, so they didn’t stay long. However, those short visits wouldn’t last forever. Pretty soon, they’d force their way into my room and refuse to leave. The only thing keeping them at bay for now was the fact that I couldn’t stay awake longer than ten minutes at a time.

However, the constant interruption from the nurses kept me from getting the sleep my body demanded.

“Hey, sugar. How are we feeling today?”

Kitty. She was the bubbly nurse who always called me ‘sugar’ no matter how many times I asked her not to. She was nothing but a tiny thing who constantly shot Mercy approving glances when she saw me reaching to hold onto Mercy. I wouldn’t deny that I was using my powers of persuasion to keep the nurses on my side. It helped during my grumpy days when I snapped at anyone who walked in the room.

“We are feeling like shit,” I grumbled. “Why can’t you let me sleep more than ten minutes at a time?”

She chuckled, patting my hand as she pulled the charting station closer. “Let’s see. The doctor is lowering your pain meds. That’ll help you stay awake longer and give you more time to adore that pretty little doctor of yours.”

“I doubt lowering my meds is going to help me stay awake,” I growled. “Not with how often everyone comes stomping in here.”

“You’ll stay awake,” she laughed, as if this whole situation was so funny. “Where is the beautiful Mercy?”

I shrugged, unsure why she’d left me when I was sleeping. That’s why I was so grumpy this morning. I expected to wake up to her face, and instead, I woke to an empty room.

“Your parents are waiting in the hall,” she said, raising an eyebrow. “Should I tell them to come back later?”

“No. They’ll just stand out there all morning. Might as well get it over with,” I sighed.

“It must be so horrible to have so many people waiting on you.” She shot me a pointed look, pursing her lips at me.

“I know,” I grumbled. “I’m an ass.”

“You’re frustrated,” she corrected. “Don’t worry. The doctor talked with your therapist. They’re changing things up. You’ll be walking out of here in no time.”

The thought of getting to my feet without forgetting how to actually move them sent a spark of hope through me. I was tired of struggling to do the smallest thing, of forgetting how to open a jello or use the remote. It was slowly coming back to me, and Mercy worked with me constantly, showing me flashcards to jog my memory.

But that wasn’t my biggest concern.

Cash had been great, but what happened when I was released? What was the procedure for getting cleared to work again? How long would it take? Would I even still have a job?

“Sugar,” Kitty said, waiting for me to look at her.

“Huh?”

“You were lost in thought.”

I grunted in reply, not ready to share my thoughts with her, no matter how sweet she was.

The door opened and Asher walked in. I shook my head, still unable to believe my eyes when I saw him, but the fact that Kitty saw him too reassured me. I was pretty sure everyone made a point of acknowledging him when he walked in the room just to reassure me I wasn’t hallucinating him.

“Good morning, Asher. How are we today?”

Unlike me, Asher didn’t play along with Kitty’s charm. He was still the grumpy ass he was before he came to the hospital. Despite his glares, Kitty wasn’t deterred. She was never anything but kind to him.

“I’ll leave you to it. Call me if you need me.” She glanced at Asher, then back to me, picking up something I wasn’t. “I’ll tell your parents to wait.”

“They’ll be happy about that,” I grinned.

Patting my hand, she walked out the door. I glanced at Asher, expecting some sort of reaction from him, but instead, he sat there brooding like he always did. It had only been a few days since I woke up, and every day he was here, he stayed silent in the corner of the room. He rarely spoke to me, which was strange after having him in my head so much and carrying on conversations with him.

Looking back, I should have known it wasn’t really him. The old Asher was gone, and in his place was this depressed man who couldn’t get his shit together. I was a fucking mess at the moment, but his mood rivaled mine in an unprecedented way. There was no talking to him, no dragging him out of the state he was in.

“I’m leaving,” he finally spoke up, his voice nothing but a low grumble.

“I figured you wouldn’t stick around for long.”

His fists clenched as he continued to stare at the ground. I waited for anything else from him, but he stayed silent.

“So, where’s home now?”

Again, he didn’t say anything. It was painfully obvious to anyone who really watched him that Asher was not okay, and probably never would be again. The guilt that ate at him would never truly disappear. He felt he killed his wife, and no matter how many times he read the coroner’s report, showing just how much medication she had in her system—medication that wasn’t prescribed to her—he would never believe that her death was anything but his fault.

“It’ll be weird not having you in my head,” I smirked, trying to draw him out a little. “Are you gonna wait around to say goodbye or…”

He shook his head. “And have everyone try to talk me out of leaving? I can’t hear one more fucking speech from Cash about how I need a support system.”

“Yeah, I’ve gotten that speech too,” I chuckled. “But hey, look on the bright side, you won’t have Patrick annoying the shit out of you anymore.”

When he didn’t respond, I wondered if he was actually ready to leave us or if there was some part of him that wanted to come home with us and just be…normal again.

He shoved to his feet and headed for the door. There was no way in hell I was letting him walk out of the room like that.

“I already told you, everything’s fine with Mercy. Stop grilling me about it,” I said, still staring at the spot he just vacated. “If Mercy wants to leave, that’s on her.”

“Chase?” Asher said, his voice laced with concern, yet I still didn’t turn to him.

“I’m just so fucking tired of dealing with it all. I need it to end,” I grumbled, resting my head back.

I heard his footsteps marching toward me and knew I had him. “Chase, what the fuck is going on?” he demanded.

Finally, I turned and faced him, then frowned as I let my gaze travel back to where he once sat.

“I’m getting the doctor,” he snapped, turning on his heel and marching out of the room.

Chuckling to myself, I knew he would leave the moment he found out I wasn’t really hallucinating someone else being in the room with me. But I’d deal with that when the time came. For now, I just needed him to stay long enough to get him to open up a little. I couldn’t leave things as they were, not when he was there with me when I was losing my mind…even if I had hallucinated him the whole time.

Mercy stormed into the room, her face pinched in concern as she hurried over to me. She was soon followed by Asher and the doctor, along with my parents. So, the gang was all here. The only thing missing was⁠—

“What the fuck is going on?” Cash boomed as he strode into the room, followed by Patrick, who didn’t seem all that worried.

He caught my eye, raising his brows at me. I gave a subtle shake of my head, then flicked my eyes to Asher so he would know the plan. The slight smirk on his face was all I needed to know he was with me.

“I don’t understand,” Mercy said, squeezing my hand. “They said they got the whole tumor. What’s going on?”

“We need to run some more tests to be sure, but it’s possible there’s some regrowth, though it would be unusual for it to happen this fast. However, with all his other cognitive issues, we haven’t started the treatment we discussed and⁠—”

“I want an MRI right now,” Mercy demanded.

“Why the hell didn’t you tell us you were seeing more hallucinations?” Cash demanded.

“Well, I didn’t know when Asher was a hallucination,” I said in my defense. “Did you really think I would notice again?”

“Who was it this time?” Asher demanded.

I frowned at him. “I was talking to you.”

It wasn’t a lie. Hand to God, I was talking to him. He just happened to think I was talking to the air.

With his arms crossed over his chest, he sent a worried look to Cash. Yeah, I got it. I was an ass for making them all worry about me. Patrick understood, though.

“I’m sure he’s fine. Nothing to worry about,” Patrick stepped in. “The best thing to do is go about our business until he gets the MRI. Right, Doc?”

“Well, the new hallucinations could be…some sort of manifestation of⁠—”

“Exactly what I was saying,” Patrick interrupted, clapping him on the shoulder. “I was about to head out for the day.”

“You just got here,” Cash argued.

“Right, but I can’t just hang around the hospital all day. That would be boring. Besides, I should really get back home. There’s shit to do. I’m pretty sure everyone’s thinking the same thing after a month of waiting around on his lazy ass.”

I hid my smile as he played it up for the crowd. In all honesty, I wished they all would go home. All except for Mercy.

“What’s wrong with you?” my dad boomed. “Your friend is in the hospital and you’re going to leave?”

He shot a confused look to my father. “Yeah, but you’re here. And Asher. I doubt he’s going anywhere.”

“Actually—” Asher spoke up, wincing as he looked back at me.

“You’re leaving?” Cash asked, his voice filled with disbelief.

“Cash, the man has waited around long enough. Let him go,” I sighed.

“Let him go?” Cash’s voice was incredulous as he stomped toward me. “He’s who you’re hallucinating about and you want us to let him go?”

I rolled my eyes at him. “I doubt there’s much reason behind why it’s him I keep seeing. He wasn’t there and so my mind decided to put him there. It’s not like it means anything.”

“Actually,” the doctor spoke up. “I believe your hallucinations could have everything to do with him. Given the stress you’re under, if you thought he was leaving, your brain could be forcing you to relive what you were going through when he was around as a coping mechanism.”

We all looked at Asher expectantly.

“What? So, I need to stick around?”

“Need to stick around?” my dad shouted.

I winced at his booming voice, still uncomfortable with loud noises after the surgery. My head instantly swam with dizziness and Mercy gripped my hand when she caught on to my distress. If she knew I was doing this to myself, she’d be pissed as hell at me.

“Will you please lower your voices,” Mercy hissed. “Asher, I can’t make you stay, but if you care about him at all…Please,” she pleaded. “Just until we can figure this out,” she said in a quiet voice.

Leave it to my Mercy to bring out the big guns on my behalf. I squeezed her hand in thanks, though she didn’t know what I was thanking her for.

“Fine,” Asher relented. “I’ll stay.”
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“Those doctors don’t know what they’re doing,” his father grumbled. “If you had just listened and⁠—”

“Dad, would you let it go?” Chase sighed. “I need some sleep.”

That had his mom up and out of her chair in a flash. She hurried over, patting his hand like any loving mother would as she looked at her only child like he was on the verge of death. He wasn’t, and I knew it pissed him off to be treated like he was.

“We’ll let you get some rest.” She looked up at me, those eyes just like Chase’s pleading with me. “Please call us if anything changes.”

“I will,” I promised, though nothing would. Still, it was the reassurance she needed.

I avoided his father’s glare. He didn’t like me for whatever reason, but I didn’t care. He wasn’t the man I was concerned about. As the door swung shut, I nudged Chase’s large body, forcing him to scoot over and allow me room on the bed. I was tired from long nights sleeping in the chair and I wanted to snuggle him again.

He pulled me into his arms and pressed a kiss to my head. “Okay?”

“Yeah, just tired.”

“Tell me about it. I can’t remember the last time I got a full night’s sleep.”

I shifted to look up at him. “Well, to be fair, you hallucinated half of those nights anyway.”

He pinched my side, forcing a laugh from me. “You’re supposed to be nice to me. I’m injured.”

“You’re fine,” I laughed. “Don’t think you fooled me with that act you put on for Asher.”

He looked at me in shock, then shook his head with laughter. “How did you know?”

“Oh, please! Your brain is conjuring up hallucinations to help you deal with Asher’s departure? I’m not even sure Asher believed that shit.”

“It could happen,” he said defensively.

“Right, and the only people who believed him were your parents. Maybe Cash. I haven’t figured him out yet.”

“Nobody has him figured out,” he grumbled, closing his eyes.

Sighing, I snuggled back into his chest. “So, do you think Asher will stick around for a while?”

“Maybe a day or two. He’ll catch on that I’m fine and leave again.”

“So, what do you hope to accomplish by getting him to stay?”

He let out a whoosh of air as he pulled me closer. “I don’t know. Make him feel like he’s still needed? Maybe I can get him to talk to me.”

“Have him help with your therapy tomorrow,” I suggested. “You need to go for walks, so have him help you.”

He grunted, not liking the idea of another man helping him walk.

“It’s a means to an end. You don’t actually have to lean on him.”

“That’s the problem. I do. My feet don’t work yet.”

“Your brain doesn’t work. That’s not the same thing,” I corrected.

“Yes, but will you still love me in a year when my brain makes me do and say things you won’t like?”

I tilted my head to stare at him. “I know what you’re playing at, and you won’t get away with it. This isn’t some free pass for you to do stupid shit and then blame it on a brain injury.”

“It was worth a shot,” he grinned.

“Just remember, I knew you were playing Asher without you having to give me a subtle head shake.”

“You saw that, huh?”

“I see everything.”

Everything except the fact that he was hallucinating another person the whole tine I was with him.

“Hey,” he muttered, shaking me by the arm. “If I don’t get to pout, neither do you.”

“I wasn’t pouting,” I pouted.

“You so were. I’m such an idiot. I should have seen this. You were pouting.”

I pinched him in the side, using his own abuse against him. “It’s not nice to point out a lady’s faults.”

“And it’s not nice to pick on the sick kid, but you’re doing that.”

“Just wait until I get you home. I’ll make sure you’re well taken care of.”

“And where’s that going to be?” he yawned.

He hadn’t lied to his mom about needing to sleep. He was rarely awake for more than a few hours at a time, and that was very sporadic. Most of the time, he would doze off mid-conversation. It would take time for him to build up his stamina again.

“That depends. Do you want to live with me?”

“You don’t have an apartment.”

I jabbed him in the side. “Just answer the question.”

“Mmm,” he hummed. “I like the sound of the invitation.”

“Just for a while.”

His head jerked in my direction and he came fully awake. “What do you mean? Why just for a while?”

“Because eventually, you’ll need more of a workout than walking around my apartment or going for a midnight stroll. You’ll need to be at OPS where the guys can push you to get better.”

“You’re sending me away?”

I chuckled, pressing a kiss to his cheek. “I’ve already worked it out with Cash. Besides, I need to put in my notice at the hospital and work out my time. Then we’ll move back to Kansas and I’ll wear red heels and have a little Yorkie dog.”

“I’m not sure it was a Yorkie. Besides, that’s not a very masculine dog. It wouldn’t protect you worth a damn.”

I shrugged. “He was very protective of Dorothy.”

“Yes, but a real dog would have bitten the witch’s head off,” he mumbled. He squeezed my shoulder. “It’s settled,” he said, his eyes drifting closed. “We’ll find a real dog.”

“And the living arrangements?”

He didn’t say anything for a moment, and I worried he wasn’t okay with them. But when I looked up, I saw he was already sleeping. Or so I thought.

“You’ve got me,” he said before drifting off to sleep.

I did have him, and now that we were moving past all this stuff, I was never letting him go.
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“Lucy, get the door!” I hurried around to the other side of the minivan, waiting for the door to open. We were those people now, people who drove around in a minivan like parents instead of the young people we were. Well, I was still young. Chase was moving like an old man.

Lucy huffed, thrusting her hand on her hip. “You know, I did not become your friend to do all your dirty work for you.”

“It’s opening a door,” I pointed out the obvious.

“Yeah, and that was not in the job description of being your friend. But I digress…”

Chase grinned at me as I pulled out the cane for him. “You don’t think I’m really going to use that, do you?”

“You’re supposed to. The therapist said you’re not ready to walk alone.”

“I have you to hold me up.”

“Nice try,” I laughed, thrusting the cane in his direction.

“I’m not an old man.”

“No, but you are weak like a girl. So, carry the damn stick and move your ass.”

Grumbling, he snatched it out of my hand and heaved his body out of the minivan. When I turned, I nearly ran into Patrick. “Geez, make a little noise next time.”

“You know, I’m really uncomfortable with this new dynamic.”

“And which dynamic is that?”

“The one where Chase is happy. It’s unsettling. See, he was always the grouchy one and I was the fun one.”

“And me?” Asher said, stepping out from behind the minivan with bags in tow.

“That depends. Are we talking pre-Jade or post?”

“You stupid fucker,” Chase muttered under his breath.

But to my surprise, Asher didn’t get angry at the inference. “I’m the one who will kick your ass if you don’t get your woman under control. She’s a menace,” he growled, glaring at Lucy who stood by the door, staring at her nails.

“She’s not a menace,” I laughed. “She’s fun.”

Asher growled low in his throat as he watched her, and to my surprise, Patrick jumped to her defense.

“Back off, Ash. She’s fine.”

“Hey, how about we focus on the guy struggling to get out of the van?” Chase jested.

Asher stepped forward, practically shoving me out of the way to help Chase. He was confident he could make it inside without help. Asher and I knew better. We’d been helping him with his therapy while Patrick took a back seat so they could convince Asher he was still needed. It had been a week. I wasn’t sure he would stick around too much longer.

Chase was sweating by the time he got out of the van and made it halfway to the door. Of course, he was an idiot and tried to walk faster just to prove that he could. I watched from behind as he struggled to stay upright as he took in deep breaths.

“So, this is the new place, huh?” Patrick asked, looking up at the building. “Looks kind of modern. I don’t like it.”

“It’s a short-term lease,” I reminded him. “It’s only until we’re ready to make the trip to Kansas.”

“If we’re ever ready,” Chase grumbled. “Fuck, I think I need to sit down.”

“I told you not to rush it,” I chastised.

When he didn’t answer, I knew he was doing a lot worse than he was letting on. I started walking toward him, but Asher shook his head slightly.

“I need to talk to Chase. Why don’t you guys go up?” Asher said, shooting me a pointed look.

“Is this one of those times ‘you guys’ means the girls and me? Or do I get to stay and hear this news you have for Chase?”

I skirted around them, tugging on Lucy’s arm when she ignored me to check out Patrick.

“What?” she whined. “I was just getting a look.”

“You’ve already had several,” I reminded her, pulling her into the building.

I’d only been here a few times, just long enough to get a few things set up and sign the papers. I was supposed to take the lease to Chase at the hospital for him to sign, but Cash worked a miracle and got the owner to let it slide. All it took was a little cash under the table for him to only put my name on the lease.

“I can’t believe you’re really leaving me,” Lucy grumbled.

“I thought you were coming with?” That’s what she kept telling me, anyway. She was determined to chase Patrick down until she stole his heart. Unfortunately, I had the feeling Patrick wasn’t ready to be chased yet.

“I don’t have the luxury of quitting my job right now,” she grumbled. “It’s not fair. I was supposed to get the hot guys. We had a deal.”

“I’m sure there will be plenty of hot guys in your future,” I said, hoping to put her at ease.

“Sure, easy for you to say. You already have one.”

I opened the door to the apartment and stepped inside. It wasn’t as homey as my other apartment, but it had walls and working appliances. And since the building was new, it was highly unlikely there would be a gas explosion anytime soon. That gave it massive bonus points.

“Are you sure I can’t talk you into sticking around longer than a few months?”

I turned and rolled my eyes at her pouty face. “Yes, I’m sure. This isn’t even a choice I have to make. Chase will need a lot of support going forward. It’ll be fine here while he gets back on his feet, but he’s going to need a lot of therapy, and from what Cash told me, he’ll have a massive gym where he can work out.

“Maybe I can visit once a month,” she continued to pout.

“Lucy, I hate to say this, but I don’t think Patrick is all that serious about relationships.”

Her lip quivered right before she bent over laughing. “That’s—oh my God! Did you think…” She was gasping for air as she continued to laugh.

I didn’t really think what I said was all that funny, but to each his own. “Um…so we’re good?”

She waved a hand in front of her face as she took in huge gasps of air. “Girl, are you trying to make me throw up? God, why would I want to be in a relationship with Patrick?”

“Be…cause you’ve been sleeping together and spending every minute together?”

“So? It’s good sex. What was I supposed to do?”

I should have known better. Lucy had always been like this, so I wasn’t sure why it surprised me when she didn’t want to date him. “Well…I guess it’s all good then.”

“He’s just not dating material. Not that I am either,” she huffed. “He’s so good in bed, but a relationship? Blech!”

“Hey, I heard that,” Patrick said as he walked through the door, pretending to be wounded.

“I’m sorry, baby,” Lucy said to him, “but dating you would be like sticking spikes through my eyeballs. Unnecessary and painful.”

“Like you’re much better,” he cheerfully chided her. “The first thing you said to me when we were alone was that you wanted to use me for my dick and nothing else. I had the decency to at least compliment you first.”

“Hey, saying I wanted to bounce on your dick was a compliment!”

“Alright, can we stop talking about dicks?” I shouted, cutting through the argument.
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CHASE


“Okay, I’m running out for some groceries. Are you boys going to be okay here all by yourselves?” Mercy asked, looking at us like misbehaving toddlers.

“Mercy,” I growled, ready to take her over my knee and spank her ass. “Don’t test me.”

“I’m only getting started,” she winked, making me uncomfortably hard. And now she was leaving me alone with Asher. Fuck, she was the devil.

She blew me a kiss and grabbed her purse as she walked out.

“Are you gonna be okay when she goes back to work?” Asher asked, sitting down with a cup of coffee.

That one question signaled the beginning of a conversation that was a long time coming. “Yeah, I’ll be fine.”

He nodded, staring down at his mug. “So, no more hallucinations.”

“None at all, actually.”

He sipped his coffee as a small grin spread across his lips. “Figured.”

“Why did you stay if you thought I was lying?”

“I guess because of the possibility that you could be telling the truth. That and I couldn’t leave you alone with your parents. They’d eat you alive.”

“I can handle them.” He shot me a pointed look and I conceded. “Okay, at that particular time, I might not have handled them all that well.”

“Well, since they’re out of your hair, there’s no need for me to stick around anymore. You just have to deal with Mercy.”

“That, I can definitely handle.”

“I don’t need details,” he grinned.

Something about Asher was different. It was almost like he was lighter somehow, but I knew that wouldn’t be enough for him to return to work.

“So, what are you going to do now?” I asked, hoping he wouldn’t return to the brooding man I’d grown so used to.

“Head home.”

“And where’s that?”

He shot me a chastising look.

“Like it’s a secret? Come on, Cash knows.”

“And he’s sworn to secrecy.”

“Ash, seriously, what’s this about? Why won’t you tell anyone?”

When his eyes dropped, I thought I saw a hint of the man he used to be, but it vanished just as quickly. “It’s been good—being back with you guys again.”

“Then why are you leaving?”

“Because it’s a reminder of everything I’ve lost.” He swallowed hard, leaning back in his seat. “I can’t ever have the life I once had. That’s all gone. When Jade…when she took her life, she took a piece of me with her. That guy who should have protected her is broken, and all that’s left is…” He shook his head slowly. “That guy is gone. I can’t be the protector anymore, but I’ve learned to move past that part of my life.”

“So, you’re not getting drunk every night anymore?”

A hint of a smile touched his lips. “Not every night.”

“And no more suicide attempts?”

“Not recently. I haven’t been drunk out of my mind since that night.”

“You’re a selfish bastard, you know that,” I snapped, feeling the anger of that night rise inside me. That was the problem with people who felt they had nothing left to live for. They wanted to end their pain, but when the pain was over for them, everyone else felt it in their wake.

“I was, and I still am because I’m doing this for me. It’s what I need.”

“I can get behind that, just as long as I know you won’t ever do that shit again.”

“That part of my life is over. I swear.”

I actually believed him. “I don’t like the idea of you leaving, but if this is what you need, I won’t stand in your way.”

“Like you could,” he teased. “Stand, that is.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “Really? You’re gonna mock me right after you’ve made peace with me?”

His mouth cocked in a grin. “Well, I won’t be around to make fun of you. I have to get my shots in while I can.”

“That’s fine. Go ahead and leave. Mock me. I always have you up here,” I said, tapping the side of my head.

“Yes, but what does that say about me that you hallucinated me? Admit it, you love me.”

“Bullshit,” I snorted. “I hallucinated you because you were the only fucker not around.”

“Right, it’s not that you missed me.”

“I missed you like a bad smell.”

He stood and walked over to where I was seated. “Well, now you can miss me all the time.” He held out his hand to me, but instead of shaking it, I used it to help me pull myself up. His hand shot out, gripping my other arm to help steady me.

“You’re a stupid fucker,” I grinned. “Check in every once in a while.”

“Sure,” he nodded, but I knew he wouldn’t. This was goodbye. He was leaving this life behind, along with everyone who reminded him of what he lost.

I pulled him toward me, wrapping my arms around him. Slapping his back, I closed my eyes for a brief moment as pain lanced through my chest. He had lived in my head for what felt like forever, and now he would be gone for good. As happy as I was that the hallucinations were gone, I would miss my friend.

“How long were you planning to hug me?” Asher said as he remained stiff in my arms.

I chuckled, stepping back from him. “Fucker.”

“Hey, I’m cool with it, but there’s a certain amount of time two men can hug before it gets weird, and you passed that about ten seconds ago.”

“Now I’m feeling left out.”

I looked over my shoulder and saw Patrick frowning at us. “Do you need a hug?”

“Not really. It just feels wrong somehow that you both get this magical moment and I’m left in the dust.”

I hobbled over to him, moving slower than molasses in January. Holding out my arms, he looked at me in horror.

“I didn’t really want a hug!”

I pretended to stumble when I was close, falling into his arms. He had no choice but to hold me up, and I took advantage, pulling him in close. Slapping him on the back, I chuckled in his ear. “Does this feel better?”

“This is so weird. I’ve never hugged a guy before.”

“Well, shit,” Asher sighed. “I guess one time for kicks is fine.”

Then I felt his arms wrap around me from behind as he engulfed both of us in his massive frame.

Patrick squirmed against me. “This is so wrong. Why? Why would you do this to me?”

“I love you, man,” I said jokingly.

But to my surprise, Asher pulled us in tighter, squeezing both of us. “I’m gonna miss you guys,” he said, his throat scratchy. “Fuck, I hate you both.”

“Awww.”

My head whipped to the side, along with Asher’s and Patrick’s. Mercy was standing beside us, snapping pictures of the three of us in a sandwich. Hell, it was already awkward. I snatched Mercy’s hand and pulled her in, adding her to the hug sandwich. I closed my eyes and memorized the picture of all of us together for the last time. I was losing Asher, but gaining the woman I loved. That would have to be enough.

“Are you crying?” Patrick scoffed. “Christ, just a little self-control, please. This is a man’s hug, after all.”

Mercy giggled beside me, and I turned, pressing my lips to the side of her head as my chest tightened. I hated goodbyes, but knowing this was it for us was even harder.

“Well…” Asher stepped back, clearing his throat. “I should…” He pointed to the door, then spun and swiped at his face.

I blinked away the tears and sat down on a nearby chair, pretending I couldn’t stand any longer.

“Seriously?” Patrick laughed. “Are you two fucking crying? Man up!”

Mercy punched him in the shoulder. “You’re such a heartless jerk.”

“I’m aware of that and completely fine with the label.”

“Alright,” Asher cleared his throat again. “I’m heading out.” He walked over to Mercy and pulled her in for a hug, whispering something in her ear. I couldn’t hear what he said, but Mercy smiled and patted his back.

I held out my hand again, this time avoiding hugging him. “Stay safe.”

“You too. And hold onto that woman. She’s a good one,” he said, his eyes shimmering. I could only imagine that he was thinking of Jade right then.

“I will.”

His jaw clenched as he turned from me and faced Patrick. “Don’t fuck things up like you always do.”

“Hey, I’m not the one who nearly fell off a cliff the first fucking day we met these guys.”

“Yeah, well…no chance of that happening again,” Asher grinned. “Take care of yourself.”

“You too.”

Asher walked to the door and turned back for one last look. I pulled Mercy closer and squeezed her shoulder. I nodded to Asher right before he walked out the door.

“He’ll be okay,” Mercy whispered.

“I hope so.”
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“And this guy—” Patrick laughed. “Are we really supposed to believe he has what it takes to win a girl like that?”

His head swiveled as he laughed, but it immediately died on his face when he saw the raging scowl I was shooting in his direction.

“Uh…” He shoved his sleeve up his wrist and stared at his watch. “Look at the time. I should get going.”

“Oh, stay a little longer,” Mercy grinned, holding up her wine glass. She was tipsy, which worked perfectly with my plan for tonight. Except, someone was interfering with those plans.

Patrick smiled at her and started to sit back down when he caught me narrowing my eyes at him. “Gee, I’d love to, but…I have laundry to do.”

He grabbed his jacket and rushed for the door, not even bothering to look back at me. Now that he was gone, I could finally get the night started.

“It’s a shame he had to go,” Mercy sighed. “I like hanging out with your friends,” she said, resting her head on my shoulder.

I growled low in my throat as I snatched the glass from her hand and slid my arm under her legs, yanking her back on the couch. She let out a yelp, staring up at me with wide eyes.

“Do you have a thing for Patrick, Mercy?”

“What?” she laughed.

I knew she didn’t, but I loved to say her name. I took a sip of her wine, then bent over, dribbling the wine at the base of her throat. She gasped as I ran my tongue over the red liquid, sucking her skin into my mouth.

“You like to make me jealous, don’t you, Mercy.”

She groaned, sliding her fingers into my hair, directing my mouth where she wanted it. I ran my tongue along the slender column of her neck, biting her earlobe.

“Tell me, Mercy,” I whispered. “Do you want him?”

I could feel her shaking her head, but it wasn’t enough.

“Mercy,” I growled. “Tell me who you want between your thighs.”

“You,” she said breathlessly.

I slid my hand up to her throat and squeezed gently. “Do you want my cock?”

I felt her throat pulse in my hand. “Yes.”

My lips skimmed over her skin until they hovered over her lips. “Where do you want my cock?”

Her pupils dilated as she stared into my eyes, breathing heavily as I pinched her nipple, pulling it taut through the fabric of her shirt. She let out a yelp when I tugged harder.

“Tell me, Mercy. Where do you want my cock?”

I was already straining in my jeans, desperate to be inside her. It had been too long, too much waiting until I was strong enough to give her the pleasure she deserved. And I knew she was desperate for it too. I felt it every night when I laid beside her, slipping my hand into her panties after she fell asleep. She was always soaked for me, and I played with her clit, dragging multiple orgasms out of her until she woke up screaming from my touch.

Tonight, she wouldn’t be getting anything but my cock. In her pussy, her mouth, and her ass, if she’d let me.

“My mouth,” she gasped.

I sat up and ground my cock against her pussy, watching as her eyes drifted closed. “Tell me how you want it.”

“Hard.”

“And?” I asked, grinding harder against her. When she didn’t immediately answer, I grabbed her pussy and squeezed, eliciting a gasp from her. “Tell me, Mercy. I want to know all your dirty thoughts.”

“Ugh, you’re such an ass!” she shouted, trying to sit up.

I shoved her back down, resting my forearm across her chest. “Stay,” I commanded.

She narrowed her eyes at me, giving me that sassy attitude I loved.

Sitting up, I set the glass down and slowly undid the buttons on her jeans, then tore them from her body. I could already see the wet stain on her panties. She was fucking dripping for me.

I bent over and shoved my nose against her panties, inhaling the smell of sex. Fuck, I wanted her. I nipped at her pussy, unable to help myself. My cock was desperate for her, but there was nothing I loved more than having her come on my face and make a mess all over my lips.

“Chase!”

I ignored her pleas and slid my fingers under the sides of her panties. As I sat up, my eyes flicked to hers, telling her exactly what I planned.

“Don’t you dare,” she warned, which was enough for me to ignore her.

“Mercy, don’t you know better than to tempt me like that?” In an instant, the material was shredded in my hands and Mercy was cursing up a storm at me. Chuckling, I tossed the panties aside and grabbed her legs, hauling her up so only her upper back was still on the couch. Her soaked pussy glistened for me, begging to have my mouth on her. Just one swipe of the tongue, and I was gone for her.

Her lips quivered around my tongue as I flicked and sucked her clit. I sucked every drop from her body, only to make her come again and feed the desire thrumming in my veins. But no matter how much I wanted to stay in this position, to watch her squirm in my arms, my body was getting tired. I was stronger, but not enough to take her the way I used to.

Panting, I laid her back down and rested my head on her belly, already feeling drained. But my cock was still begging for release. I just needed a break to get my energy back. Mercy had different plans, though. She wiggled out from under me, then pushed me upright on the couch. I stared at her with hooded eyes as she straddled my hips and slowly pulled her shirt over her head, tossing it to the side.

My eyes went instantly to her breasts, watching as they heaved with every breath. I leaned forward to suck a nipple into my mouth, but she pressed her hand to my chest, shaking her head at me.

“I don’t think so.”

“Mercy,” I rumbled.

She slowly eased off me, then stepped back, pushing the table out of the way. With her legs spread, she slowly circled her hips, sliding her hands down her body, on either thigh. My eyes tracked the movement, waiting for the moment she touched herself, but instead, her hands worked back up, caressing her skin just like I wanted to be doing.

Her hips jerked as she spun and winked over her shoulder at me. Then her fingers were on the clasp of her bra. I swallowed hard, thinking about those perfect breasts and how much I wanted to touch them, but she was playing coy.

“Mercy, I need to see you.”

She wiggled her ass for me, and as tempting as that was, I wanted so much more.

“Get your ass over here,” I barked, impatient to have my hands on her.

“Chase, haven’t you learned that you don’t always get what you want?”

Slowly, she turned around and let her bra slide down her arms. I sucked in a breath as how amazing she looked, standing there in not a single fucking thing.

“Touch them,” I growled.

“Like this?” She gave a sexy grin as her fingers slid to her nipple, pinching hard as she closed her eyes. Her head dropped back and her lips parted as she played with herself. Her other hand slid down her stomach to the soft patch of curls on her mound. She was fucking torturing me, getting off on the fact that she was messing with my head.

I started to move, but her eyes were instantly on me, chastising me for attempting to do something without her permission. “Don’t you dare or I’ll stop.”

My fingers itched and my cock was pressing hard against my jeans. I needed her so fucking much. And then she shoved a finger in her pussy and sauntered toward me with her finger held out. When she was close enough, I snatched her wrist, holding her finger to my mouth. I sucked her cream into my mouth, groaning at the taste of her.

“Fuck, Mercy.” I tugged, pulling her into my lap. Grabbing her by the hair, I pulled her to me. “Now it’s my turn,” I growled, smashing my lips to hers. Her mouth opened for me and my tongue slid inside, tangling with hers as I grabbed her pussy, shoving two fingers deep inside. She rode my fingers, getting herself off as my thumb worked her clit.

Her muscles tightened around me just before she came, screaming against my lips as I strummed her clit and drew out her orgasm. And just when her eyes opened and she shot me a sated look, I withdrew my fingers and slid them around to her backside.

“Pull me out, Mercy.”

As her hands drifted down my abs to my jeans, she did as I asked, carefully pulling out my cock. As her hand wrapped around my shaft, I slid a finger inside her ass, careful not to move too fast. She gasped, wiggling to adjust to the feel of me inside her.

“If you don’t want me to be rough, then you’d better get to work on my cock. I need to feel your pussy wrapped around me.”

She hesitated, and I knew she was considering how rough she wanted me to be, but she relented, lifting herself up to lower her pussy around me. As she sank down, my finger slid deeper inside her. I could feel my cock inside her, filling her up.

I cupped her cheek, pulling her lips back to mine. Slowly, I fucked her ass, enjoying the slow and steady rhythm until she started moving, rocking her ass against my hand. Taking the hint, I slid another finger inside.

“Fuck my cock,” I demanded, already on the verge of blowing just from seeing her getting off on my hand. She slid off me until just my tip was still inside her. I could see her cream coating my dick and watched as she lowered herself back down.

“Faster, Mercy. Ride me hard.”

She picked up speed, her body rocking up and down as she panted hard. My fingers fucked her harder, but with those beautiful breasts in my face, I couldn’t concentrate on just her ass. I had to have her in my mouth. I closed my teeth around her nipple and tugged, eliciting a scream from her, shattering the near silence in the room.

“You like that, Mercy? You like my fingers buried in your ass while you ride my cock?” I grumbled. “That’s it, Mercy. Fuck me harder,” I urged as her pussy worked my cock. My balls tightened and I grabbed her hair again, tugging her to me. I slammed my lips to hers as I came hard inside her, filling her pussy with my seed. She was still coming, still clenching around me. I reached around and pulled her ass cheek, then slammed my fingers up inside her, fucking her hard and fast. Her breaths came out hard as she tightened around me, sucking my fingers into her ass.

“Chase!” she cried out. I felt her pussy clench again, shuttering as she fell apart around me, collapsing against my chest.

I could feel her heart pounding against me as she lay boneless in my arms. I carefully removed my fingers and rested my hands on her ass, rubbing soothing circles on the lovely cheeks.

Fuck, she was beautiful when she was sated.

“I’m tired,” she mumbled against my chest.

“Me too.” Too fucking tired to move.

Slowly, our breaths evened out and we both started to doze on the couch. I didn’t bother moving her from my lap, or try to remove my dick from her pussy. That monster wasn’t going down anytime soon, and he liked being cocooned in her warmth.

I slid her hair behind her ear, pressing a kiss to her cheek. “I love you, Mercy.”

“Gonna marry you, Chase,” she said sleepily.

I chuckled, pressing a kiss to her cheek again. “I know, Mercy. Soon. I can’t wait to have you be mine.”

“I was yours the first day I saw you,” she yawned. “Bet you didn’t know what you were in for.”

“I knew you were fucking special.”

My hands slowly slid up and down her back until we both fell asleep on the couch. And when I woke up in the middle of the night, she was still sleeping on me, and my dick was still hard inside her. That’s the way I planned to wake up for the rest of our lives.

And that would be a long fucking time.
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MERCY


“Something’s wrong with him,” Patrick insisted, practically pulling me through the halls of OPS.

We’d only been here a month and I was constantly lost. It wasn’t often I came into the main building. I’d started my new job at the hospital just over two weeks ago, and I spent most days running around like a chicken with my head cut off. Apparently, there was a doctor shortage in the area, which was fantastic for me because it was easy to get a job. It also meant a lot of hours.

Hours which I could have spent with Chase. And then I would have realized sooner something was wrong.

“What is it?” I asked, panic ripping through me.

“He’s acting funny,” Patrick snapped.

It was so unlike Patrick to be upset about anything. Even when we were in the hospital, waiting on pins and needles for Chase to wake up, he was joking around as if Chase had simply had a blood draw.

And the fact that he was genuinely worried had my mind racing through extensive possibilities of what could be wrong. It could be a reoccurrence. Even though his tumor was benign, what if it began to regrow? And what if it was pressing against another part of his brain, further impeding his recovery?

The month we’d been back had already greatly increased Chase’s ability to function on his own. I was so proud of him. He was exhausted every night, but improving so much. A setback like this could ruin everything he’d worked so hard for.

Anxiety set off a swarm of butterflies in my stomach as we rode the elevator down. If Patrick had called me and asked me to make the trip on my own, I wouldn’t have been able to remember all the necessary protocols for entering the building on my own. I had been entered into the system and could get through the eye scanner, the hand print scanner, and even had my own code. But what good was any of that if I couldn’t remember how to do it on my own?

I bent over, sucking in a deep breath as a panic attack took over. My heart was racing out of control, and for the first time in a long time, I worried that I might actually kill my heart. I pressed my fingers to my neck, taking my pulse as I fought off the dark spots filling my vision.

“Are you okay?” Patrick asked, placing his hand on my back.

I tried to nod, but was finding it too difficult to draw in a breath. “I just—” I sucked in another breath as Patrick lowered me to the floor and pushed my head between my legs.

“Shit, Mercy, tell me what to do.” His panic rivaled mine at the moment.

Through blurry eyes, I could see the terror on his face, and funnily, that calmed me a little. I knew he was talking to me, telling me to take deep breaths. He kept turning behind him and slamming a button and I focused on that, counting each time his hand hit the red circle.

One, two, three…

On and on it went until the doors slid open and Cash rushed inside, bending down beside me. “Mercy, talk to me. Tell me what’s wrong?”

I closed my eyes and sucked in a ragged breath, finally feeling my body calm. Cash’s worried eyes took in every inch of me, and when he saw I was starting to breathe normal again, he called off whatever was about to happen in what appeared to be an earpiece, following a coiled wire down to an electronic device attached at his hip. I took in every detail of it, listing all the coils in my head until the anxiety receded to a manageable level.

“Okay?” Cash asked.

I nodded, holding out my hand. I was still shaky and needed some help getting moving again.

“What was that?”

“She was having a heart attack, boss,” Patrick snapped. “I fucking told you we shouldn’t do this!”

“Hey, it wasn’t my idea,” he argued.

“Boys!” I shouted, finally feeling a little more like myself. “Perhaps we can save the argument for a later time. For now, I’d like to know why Chase isn’t acting like himself!”

They both looked at each other, a strange look passing between them. “Let’s go,” Cash barked, turning on his heel and exiting the elevator.

I followed, gratefully allowing Patrick to hold my elbow as we walked. Even though I was feeling better, my heart was still racing in anticipation for what I was about to face. Not to mention, I felt like a newborn giraffe walking for the first time.

“It would help if I knew what I was dealing with,” I said as calmly as possible.

“There’s no good way to describe it,” Cash said hesitantly.

“Just tell me,” I snapped. “Are the hallucinations back? What is it?”

“It’s—”

“Patrick!” Cash cut him off.

With a final glare at Patrick, Cash pushed the doors open to the training center. Stepping inside, I looked around at the massive amount of flowers scattered decoratively around the floors and on small stands. It was like a flower show on steroids. And standing in the middle of all of it was the man I was going to kill.

Marching over to him, I snarled at his smiling face and struck out before even thinking, slapping him across the face. His head twisted with the hit, his face contorted in shock. “This is what you had me in a panic for? You wanted to woo me?”

He slowly turned back to me, rubbing his hand over his reddened cheek. “I’ll be honest, that was not the reaction I was expecting.”

“Yeah? And what were you expecting? Patrick told me something was wrong with you! And he was serious!” I shouted. “Patrick is never serious, but he was when he dragged me through the hallways. He was fucking serious when I got in that elevator! Which could only mean one thing. Do you know what that would be?”

He opened his mouth to speak, but I rushed on in anger.

“It would be that something was seriously wrong with you. Because only an idiot would drag me down here under the pretense of there being something wrong—after you had a brain tumor, I might add. Are you an idiot?”

Again, he opened his mouth, but I cut him off again and continued to ramble.

“So, I would love to know why you spread flowers out all over the place!” I caught a table set behind him with candles and scoffed. “With dinner! Yes, you must really be acting strange to set up flowers and dinner with streamers and—” My rage stopped suddenly when I turned and saw a banner hanging from the doorway with scrolling script reading Will you marry me?

Mouth hanging open, my eyes drifted back to the table where I finally looked closer and spotted a ring box sitting open on one of the plates. Oh shit. This was…

“You—”

“Yeah,” he winced.

“This was…”

“Pretty much.”

“And I…”

“Stomped all over it,” he chuckled.

Nodding, I turned back to him, trying to figure out a way to save face. “Well…it was an…unexpected surprise.”

“That was kind of the point,” he said, cocking his head at me with an arrogant look on his face.

That was the wrong thing to do because now I was really pissed. Not only had he done this beautiful, unexpected thing for me, but he had to nerve to act smug about the way I reacted. He was the one in the wrong.

“And I suppose you think I’ll say yes out of some form of guilt,” I snapped, crossing my arms over my chest.

“No, I think you’ll say yes because you want to.”

“Well,” I hesitated, trying to come up with a clever comeback. “I’m not sure I want to marry a man who would use a fucking brain tumor to get me.”

“I didn’t need to use the brain tumor. Patrick was genuinely worried about me.”

“Yeah? And why’s that?”

He stepped into my space, sliding his hand around my waist and yanking me flush against him. “Because from the moment I met you, I haven’t been myself. I’ve been fucking happy, and he doesn’t know how to deal with that. And he definitely didn’t expect me to litter the training center with flowers and get the best chef in town to come here and prepare a five-course meal for the woman I love all so I could woo her into saying yes when I got down on my knees and told her she was the best fucking piece of me. That I didn’t know who I really was until the moment I met her. And even in my darkest hours, she was the one thing I was fighting for, to know that when I came out of that surgery, I would be the man she needed and would want to stay beside her forever. And not because of a brain tumor, but because I was strong enough to protect her for the rest of our lives and cherish her the only way a man could with such a fierce woman like yourself.” He bent down and pressed a sweet kiss to my lips, then smiled at me. “Or something like that.”

I sucked in a ragged breath as I stared mesmerized into his hypnotizing eyes. Swallowing hard, I nodded. “Well…that seems like a logical, well-thought-out reason to stage such an…elaborate plan. I accept your line of thinking.”

His lips quirked up at the side. “How magnanimous of you.”

“I thought so.”

“And the other thing?”

“Well, you haven’t technically asked me anything. You only⁠—”

My words were abruptly cut off when he slammed his lips to mine and gave me a searing kiss I could feel all the way down to my toes. His large hands cupped the back of my head, pulling me into him, forcing me to yield to him in every way. When he pulled back, I stumbled in his arms, dizzy with love and girly feelings that had me giggling like I was in high school again.

“I’ll take that as a yes.”
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https://www.facebook.com/groups/GiuliaLagomarsinobooks

Reading Order:

https://giulialagomarsinoauthor.com/reading-order/

To see all of my series, follow me here!

Or click each link to start at the beginning of each series!

For The Love Of A Good Woman series- Jack

Reed Security series- Sinner

The Cortell Brothers- Maintenance Required

A Good Run Of Bad Luck- Dead Man’s Hand

The Shifting Sands Beneath Us- Standalone

Owens Protective Services- In The Trenches
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