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CHAPTER ONE




Bethesda, MD

Friday, 7:00 a.m.




VALERIE SANCHEZ SUMMONED HER MOST dazzling smile and prepared to lie through her teeth. She unzipped her long wool coat as she approached the Westgate Defense Systems security desk before the early crowd of employees arrived.

“Hi, there. It’s my boyfriend Brian’s thirtieth birthday today, and I’d like to decorate his cubicle before he arrives.” She tugged the bouquet of Star Wars–themed helium balloons she had picked up that morning, making the shiny Darth Vader and R2D2 bounce.

The security guard, his badge pinned proudly to his chest, glanced around the empty lobby and swallowed. “I’d like to help you, ma’am, but I can’t let in anyone without an employee ID or visitor’s pass. Your boyfriend would have to vouch for you.”

“That would kind of give away the surprise, wouldn’t it?” she asked, her grin cheeky. “But, I understand.” Resting her free elbow on the counter, she leaned forward enough to give the man a glimpse of her already ample, plumped-to-the-max cleavage.

When his eyes strayed to the shiny little charm sewn to the front of her bra, she asked, “What if you escorted me?”

He snapped to attention, raising his eyes to meet her gaze, and cleared his throat. “I can’t leave my post. Not until the other guy shows up.” He checked his oversized sport watch. “And even then, you’d need someone to sign you in.”

Based on her previous surveillance, she was ninety-nine percent positive the other guard wouldn’t arrive for at least ten more minutes. Her partner Jay had pegged this one as more vulnerable and figured if she could get him alone, he’d be more susceptible to her “wiles.”

“I could be your guest,” she said, pushing the red-framed prop glasses onto the bridge of her nose.

His eyes widened. “But I don’t know you.”

“Well, let’s change that.” She held out her hand and smiled. “I’m Vanessa Rios.”

His face reddened all the way up to the roots of his receding brown hair. For a full five seconds, he didn’t respond. Then he grasped her hand in his own thick, clammy one. “John Watkins.”

She resisted the instinct to slide her palm against his. If she laid on the sex appeal too thick, he’d question her devotion to Brian, the programmer whose computer had access to the entire network at Westgate. A man she’d never met.

“Nice to meet you, John. I work in human resources at Farmington International. That’s where I met Brian before he got the job here. We’ve been dating for about two years.” She raised her eyes in thought. “Let’s see, what else? I’m a Libra, my friends call me Van even though I hate it, I have a sister, two cats, and a small apartment in Georgetown. I love living in D.C., but hate the traffic, and someday I want to do something important that changes the world for the better.”

He was giving her a funny look, but she was pretty sure she had him. “Or would it be easier if I just showed you some ID?”

A small part of her almost hoped he wouldn’t give in. As much as she wanted her pretext to work, this guy would be in big trouble if she succeeded. And he seemed nice.

Then again, if he wasn’t doing his job properly…

John chuckled and shook his head. “If you can wait until my partner shows, I’ll take you up.”

She glanced at her watch. “Unfortunately, I can’t. I have to leave for work in the next five minutes or I’m going to be late.” Frowning, she asked, “You know what? When your other half gets here, can you put this stuff on Brian’s desk for me? I was going to really do it up”—she placed a sack of streamers, banners, and party favors on the desk—“but the balloons will have to do. Oh! And don’t forget the cupcakes.”

Popping the lid on the Tupperware full of chocolate cupcakes with colorful confetti candy on top, she pulled out two and leaned over the counter to set them on John’s workspace. “One for each of you.”

The guard laughed outright and shook his head. “You’re something else, Van.” He glanced around the empty lobby, chewed on his lip, and stewed for several seconds before nodding. “All right, surrender your ID and I’ll give you five minutes.”

“Oh, my God, thank you.” She flashed him a smile as she laid her jacket and scarf over a nearby chair. Then she traded the fake license for a clip-on visitor’s badge, grabbed the party supplies, and turned for the elevators. “I’ll be quick.”

“I’ll be watching.” He pointed to the TV monitors.

Heart pounding, Valerie had to keep herself from running across the gleaming white marble. Not that she could have run in her heels anyway. She didn’t have enough practice wearing them, and they were pinching her toes. A minute later, she emerged onto the third floor and made her way along a row of blue cloth cubicles. Based on the map Jay had found God-knew-where, Brian’s desk was the fourth one on the right.

The entire space was eerily hushed, with no sound but the faint hum of fluorescent light bulbs and the whoosh of warm air coming from vents overhead.

She glanced up at the camera stationed on the ceiling behind Brian’s cubicle and waved. Then she clipped the balloons to the desk, casually positioning them to block the camera’s view of the computer. Draping streamers with one hand, she leaned over the keyboard, giving the guard a shot of her ass. She let her dress ride up as she used her other hand to snap a tiny gadget into a slot on the back of the computer.

Quickly, she finished decorating the small workspace and hightailed it to the lobby. “Thanks so much. I really appreciate this, John,” she said, smiling as she returned the badge for the license and donned her winter armor.

“Brian’s a lucky guy,” he murmured as she walked toward the tall glass-encased exit.

If he only knew. She gave the guard a little wave and forced herself to stroll nonchalantly into the cold.




Two hours after her little show for the Westgate guard, Valerie popped a few Skittles in her mouth and checked the time. Not-really-birthday-boy Brian was late logging into his computer. If she and Jay could crack Westgate, maybe her boss would finally let her work in the field with one of the covert ops teams.

The terrorist hunters—mostly buff, stoic, former military guys oozing swagger—often took along a computer specialist to monitor and control the target’s computer systems and perimeter alarms, allowing Aggressor International’s “wet work” guys to sneak up on the terrorists. Valerie had volunteered, but Duncan Hollowell had shut her down.

Something about fraternization. Because the big, strong, soldier types always went for the quiet nerdy girl, right?

She snorted.

Valerie wanted to kick terrorist butt too, even if her methods didn’t involve guns. She was one of Aggressor’s best white hat hackers. Duncan had no good reason for denying her beyond the fact that she didn’t have the literal balls.

Even the military had gotten over it.

Sexist.

On the desktop, her cell phone buzzed. Kevin Xu’s name lit up the display.

She sat up and swallowed her mouthful of fruity candy. Kev had been head of IT at Aggressor until a few months ago, and they’d kept in touch after he passed the bar and became a technical patent attorney at Bidwell, Muñoz & Christie, a law firm in Crystal City.

“Can I come back?” he asked after they went through the standard greetings, almost sounding serious.

She laughed. “What happened?”

“Our system administrator is a joke. We got hacked last night, and he easily could have prevented it.”

“How’d they get in?”

“SQL injection. We were running an out-of-date version of the mail server that had a known exploit.” He sighed. “Jesus, there’s so much potential for damage. To our clients, our cases, and God knows what else. Bidwell seems extra nervous.”

Kevin was right. The admin should have found the problem on his own, and the timing was even more unlucky considering Valerie had found that exact vulnerability in their systems a few weeks ago, along with several others.

“Why do people bother to hire Aggressor if they aren’t going to do anything with the info we give them?” she asked on a sigh.

There was a long pause. “What do you mean?”

She frowned. “BMC hired us to do a pen test. Duncan sent the results and recommendations last month.”

“Huh. I didn’t hear anything about it,” he said with irritation. “Then again, I’m not a partner, so I’m not privy to everything.”

“I’m also guessing the admin didn’t want to let the entire firm know how incompetent he was. Even more so considering he failed to patch the holes.”

“You want a job?” Kevin asked. “I’m thinking we’ll have an opening soon.”

“Ha, not in a million years.”

They chatted for a few more minutes, and then she got back to work on Westgate. But she couldn’t help wondering how many of the clients she hacked didn’t follow her recommendations to protect themselves. It wasn’t often she got a glimpse beyond sending the report.

The thought popped up again at home that evening when she was hanging out in a chat room where white hat hackers—probably some black hats too, who were sometimes the same people—and network administrators discussed tools, let each other know about vulnerabilities and how to fix them, and talked about the computer security industry.

A post from P1ut0 caught her eye. She shifted on her comfy couch, its worn microfiber catching at her sweatpants, while Santigold played through her headphones.

Her apartment wasn’t huge, or especially new. The kitchen was the size of a hamster cage, and the living room sofa had to double as her office, but for one person it was fine.

“Did you see that Parker + Fuchs got p0wned?” P1ut0 asked, talking about the giant personal products corporation based in Cleveland.

P + F was another Aggressor client from more than a year ago. They’d actually been pretty full of holes. A simple scan had identified several known, easy-to-fix issues within their system.

But even if they’d taken her advice, that didn’t mean new vulnerabilities hadn’t cropped up. Something as simple as a software or hardware update might bring defects that black hats could use to force their way in. Once someone identified the bug, any company using the affected system became an easy target until it was patched.

P1ut0 continued, “Someone there failed to notice that the print routers were set to admin/admin. Check your devices, people! That’s just plain lazy.”

Valerie jolted. The print routers had most definitely been on her report. The company had left the administrative username and password set to the defaults of “admin,” a common mistake, especially with peripheral devices like routers.

“When was the P + F attack?” she typed, using her primary chat room handle SPYDRCH1C4. It was an angry teen’s break from the screen name her papá had bestowed on her as a kid: CrackerJill. He was proud of her for being a girl in a world largely populated by boys and men. And, sadly, proud of their villainy. While hackers attack for the fun and challenge—or to protect their clients—crackers are malicious.

She and Papá had been crackers. And both of her dads had paid the price.

“Last week,” P1ut0 replied.

She sagged back into the soft cushions and stared at the popcorn ceiling, its dark and light gradations reminiscent of M.C. Escher’s most abstract artworks. Would P + F really have ignored her recommendations? Maybe they’d purchased new print routers and set them up in the same, dumb fashion as before, but that would be the height of idiocy.

A little chill went through her. Had any of Aggressor’s other clients been hacked after she ran a pen test—a penetration test—on them?

Three hours later, she’d managed to confirm five more attacks on former clients through various sources. And forgotten to eat dinner.

“Shit.” Heedless of the time, she dialed her boss. “Sorry to bother you at home, Duncan, but we have a problem.”




















CHAPTER TWO




Chantilly, VA

Tuesday, 7:15 a.m.




HOLY SHIT, SHE DID IT. Scott Kramer was parked across the street from the Janus Aerospace satellite office in Chantilly that Valerie had entered ten minutes earlier with a handful of baby shower balloons and a cake box. He sat in the SUV he’d been using to surveil her for the last few days and tracked her progress as she left the building, now empty-handed.

The poor guard hadn’t stood a chance against her decked out as a full-throttle hottie in that body-hugging red dress and heels. Scott had about swallowed his tongue when she removed her jacket. Through his zoom lens she appeared close enough to touch, and God did he want to get his hands on her smooth skin and glossy brown hair.

Not that he ever would.

Instead he snapped photos. With the wind whipping her dark hair around her face, the self-satisfied smile on her lips, her shapely legs displayed to perfection, she turned more than a few heads on the way to her car. It’d be a shame to waste the chance to capture the moment, even if she’d never have a clue.

Even if she might be a traitor.

Damn. He lowered the camera and sighed.

Palming his cell phone, he dialed his boss at Steele Security.

“How’s it going?” Kurt Steele asked.

“Uh, fine.” Scott was momentarily distracted by the tantalizing reveal of Valerie’s upper thigh as she slid into the driver’s seat of her dusty Prius. “She’s boring as ever.” At least where his assignment was concerned.

She sure as hell wasn’t what he’d expected when he’d taken the job.

“Hollowell wants you to hang in for at least another week. Can you do that?”

“I’m game,” Scott said. “But I think the man’s wasting his money. If she’s not at work, she’s at home or at the indoor rock climbing gym a few miles away. She lives well below her means, doesn’t give off any disgruntled vibes, doesn’t hang out at Internet cafés… I don’t know, I’m just not feeling it.”

Having a drunk dad whose moods changed with every tick of the clock had made reading people a necessary survival skill, and Valerie struck Scott as a straight arrow.

“What about the offshore account?” Kurt asked, referring to the reason her boss had hired Steele to watch Valerie twenty-four/seven.

Investigators performing a routine security audit had tipped off Hollowell that Valerie had a nice chunk of change that hadn’t come from her personal funds sitting in a recently opened account with some Caribbean bank. He wanted to know what she was doing to earn the money.

“There are other reasons to have secret accounts,” Scott said.

“True. But it is suspicious. And you might not be seeing anything, but all her clandestine communication could be happening online.”

“Jay Suresh is supposedly keeping track of her online activities. So far, nothing.”

“All right,” Kurt said. “Maybe you’re on surveillance for another week for nothing, but stay sharp.”

“No problem.” So far, the gig had been a piece of cake. It was his first undercover assignment since he started at Steele Security in June—a nice change from security consulting and playing bodyguard. His cover story as a trainee for one of Aggressor’s covert, government-funded terrorist-hunting teams was a perfect fit for his background. “This is my thing.”

“Which is why I put you on it,” Kurt said.

“It’s been a good chance to refresh my skills, especially in an urban setting.” As a former Marine scout sniper, tracking a target without being seen was right in Scott’s wheelhouse, but doing it outside of the desert was an interesting challenge. “Can’t wear a ghillie suit in the concrete jungle.”

“You could,” his boss said, “but you wouldn’t exactly blend in.”

Scott chuckled and agreed to check in the next morning. Time to follow Valerie to work.




Early the next morning, Valerie sat forward in her desk chair and rubbed her eyes. The words on her computer monitor didn’t change. Her cursor blinked happily next to the prompt—a line of text on the screen—the virtual doorway to Westgate’s secrets.

They’d done it!

She glanced at the digital clock on her desk. Was it really three? In the morning?

If Duncan hadn’t assured her that he’d identified and dealt with the source of the leak weeks ago, she’d be worried about her success. But apparently, he’d fixed everything, making some kind of reparations to the affected companies. In typical fashion, he wouldn’t tell her how he’d convinced them to stay quiet about the hacks—Aggressor’s livelihood depended on it—but she was glad she didn’t have to worry about her work making their clients more vulnerable.

She’d been itching to tell Jay about the hacks, but Duncan had threatened her job if she didn’t keep her mouth shut. It chafed not to be able to talk to her partner about what had happened.

At least she had good news for him now. Jay had dozed off in the chair next to her, and unable to hold back a smile, she poked him in the arm and waited for him to rouse.

“Hey.” He sat up and gave her a grumpy look, wiping a trickle of drool from his cheek.

“We’re in.”

“We…” His face transformed from post-nap confusion to a brilliant grin as he hopped up and came to stand behind her, looking over her shoulder at the large flat-screen monitor. “You did it!”

“We did it.” This assignment was their trickiest yet. The two of them had spent weeks using a combination of phishing schemes and well planned social engineering ploys to break in.

This euphoria, this high that came from doing the impossible, was the only thing that had kept her going. That and a jumbo bag of Skittles. She could feel the excitement radiating off Jay behind her. No longer tired, her fingers raced across the keyboard as she entered the commands to take her wherever she wanted to go in the system.

Together, she and Jay had managed to get full administrative privileges to the computer network. She might as well have been sitting inside Westgate Defense’s IT department.

She gave a thumbs up to Harry, the graying, overweight computer operator on the other side of the glass wall in front of her. He grinned and returned the gesture.

Everyone at Aggressor called their office the “Fish Bowl” because it was completely encased in glass so they were always on display. Duncan said the transparency of the room encouraged honesty. He loved his hackers—they brought in lucrative contracts—but their backgrounds were often dubious.

Trust came hard.

She understood. Her papá might have started her down this path as a black hat, but she’d chosen the high road.

And now, she was about to ruin Westgate’s network admin’s day. Poor guy. She didn’t envy being on his end of things. Or John the security guard. Her fake boyfriend Brian must have realized the birthday decorations weren’t just a coworker’s prank, because at some point, he’d removed the device she’d planted. But he hadn’t done it in time to stop her and Jay from getting what they needed to infiltrate the servers.

And it wouldn’t matter even if he reported the breach to security. Ultimately, Westgate was paying Aggressor to find their weaknesses. She had a get-out-of-jail-free card.

Jay signed out of his computer and swiveled toward her. “I wasn’t sure we were going to get this one,” he said, his dark eyes shot through with red.

They’d both been pulling crazy hours for this op, while having to put in time on other contracts—like Janus—as well. “Your code was the key,” she said.

He stood and grabbed his messenger bag, slinging it over his head so it crossed his chest. “But you got us access.”

Yeah, she had. Since she signed on at Aggressor three years ago, her skills had grown exponentially. “We make a good team.” She smiled.

He looked away and gave a jerky nod, focused on wrapping a plaid cashmere scarf around his neck. Unlike most hackers she knew, Jay had a keen sense of style. Whereas she usually wore jeans and a T-shirt—the typical geek uniform—he routinely wore slacks and oxford shirts with shiny leather shoes. He donned a long, wool coat, still not meeting her gaze.

“Hey.” What was behind his sudden change in demeanor? “What’s wrong?” He was acting the way she did around Scott Kramer, Aggressor’s newest field operative. Flustered, awkward…except Jay didn’t think of her that way.

Did he?

They’d worked together for years, but he’d never shown a hint of interest in her. Not that she encouraged it from her coworkers. It was hard enough being a woman in a man’s field without being a walking set of boobs. Unless she was going undercover—like this morning—she dressed to play down her figure, and to be comfortable. Her beauty routine started and ended with lip balm.

She studied Jay. As far as she knew, he was still hung up on Priya, even though the woman had moved on to a tech company exec who actually came home at night. 

He finally looked up. “Nothing’s wrong. I’m just exhausted.” He gave her a weak smile. “We both could use some rest before the briefing that Hollowell’s sure to call.”

Rest? She was amped up right now. And she had work to do. “You go. I’ll start updating the client report while I’m still coherent.”

He buttoned his jacket and looked at her with a slight frown. “Promise me you’ll go home before the meeting.”

She nodded. No, he wasn’t attracted to her, but he cared.

An hour later, the adrenaline—and her bag of candy—were vapor, and she was dragging ass. Finally admitting defeat, she logged off her computer. Donning a thick parka to ward off the colder-than-normal November chill in northern Virginia, she gathered her purse and long-empty lunch tote, and said goodbye to Harry.

Even the fatigue couldn’t dampen her mood. Maybe after the meeting with Duncan, she’d go buy herself something to celebrate. Like a new pair of rock climbing shoes she’d spied in the latest REI catalog.

She waved to the guard in the lobby, swiped out through the security turnstile, and pushed through heavy doors into the frigid pre-dawn air.

Her blue Prius sat by itself under the streetlamp, one of only five cars in the lot. Someone had scrawled “I’m saving water” in the grime on the back window.

“Ha ha,” she muttered, unable to suppress a smile.

As she approached the curb, a man emerged from a dark Jeep. He hunched against the bitter wind, his jacket collar flipped up. She halted and glanced back at the building. From her position, the guard wasn’t visible.

Her adrenaline spiked as the man’s pace increased, and he headed straight for her. She held her car key between her thumb and finger and stepped back.

The man looked up. “Hey, Valerie. Are you just now leaving?” he asked, the words punctuated by puffs of his breath, visible under the overhead lights.

Her heart thundered against her ribs even as recognition dawned. Scott Kramer. She put her hand on her chest and blew out a little laugh. “You scared me.”

His handsome face turned serious, and he stopped right in front of her. “Sorry.” The moonlight brought out pale highlights in his dark blond hair and sharpened the angle of his high cheekbones. He chafed his bare hands together. “What are you doing here so late? Or, early.” He smiled.

Now her pulse stumbled for a different reason. Why was it that she—a perfectly intelligent woman—always turned into an imbecile around this man? He wasn’t tall, broad, and intimidating like most of the field operators at Aggressor—he looked like a California surfer with his casually mussed hair, three-day stubble, and ocean-blue eyes—but she’d seen him in a T-shirt. He was lean and muscled, not an ounce of fat on him. Positively ripped.

She cleared her throat. “I was head down in a hacking run. Lost track of time.”

His eyebrows rose. “Are you getting close?” Scott wasn’t privy to the details of her targets—just like she never knew much about the ops teams’ missions—but he knew the type of work she did.

“No, we’re in.” She couldn’t hold back a grin. It was great to have someone else to share her triumph with, though she probably shouldn’t be so happy that one of America’s biggest defense companies was vulnerable. “I was sure we would crack them eventually—no place is one hundred percent secure—but we got lucky.”

“I doubt it was luck.” He stared at her for a moment as if seeing her for the first time. And maybe he was. Aggressor was small, so they had already run into each other a few times since Duncan showed him around, but they’d rarely talked. She was surprised he even remembered her name considering how many people he must have met in the three days since he joined the company.

Something in her stomach took a dive. Fool. A guy like him would never, ever be interested in a nerd like her. Saying more than two words to him had probably sent him into shock. Usually her tongue imitated a pretzel when he was around. She wasn’t outgoing under the best of circumstances, but he brought her to new lows of reticence.

Sure, she could fake her way past the lobby guard at Westgate or Janus, but that was acting.

Scott blinked, and his posture closed down somehow so that he seemed to shrink away from her without actually moving. “Well, I better get inside before we both freeze. Hollowell’s on his way in. We’re doing a practice recall.”

She nodded. “I’m sure I’ll be back in a few hours to brief him.”

“Have a good night,” he said. “What’s left of it, anyway.”

Tearing her gaze away, she made short work of the distance to her car. She slid inside, tossing her bags on the seat next to her, and started the car as the cold settled into her bones.

When she looked up, Scott stood with his hands in his coat pockets, watching as she backed out of the parking space.




Scott waited to enter the building until Valerie’s car left the parking lot. He ran his card over the RFID reader and pushed through the turnstile. In the cavernous lobby, he stopped for a second to soak up the heat.

“It’s cold as a witch’s tit outside, ain’t it?” Garth, the muscled guard, asked from behind a tall counter, eyeing him with curiosity.

Scott had never understood that saying, but he chuckled obligingly. “Got that right.” He’d been freezing his ass off in his car waiting for Valerie to leave work. Usually she was done by nine o’clock. His thermos of hot coffee had run dry hours ago. He should have waited inside, but he didn’t want Garth wondering what he was up to. “I’m just going to run up for a minute. I forgot to grab my notes for an offsite meeting I have in a couple hours. Couldn’t sleep,” he added, since it was a little odd for him to show up at oh three hundred.

He just needed to make sure Valerie didn’t realize he was on her tail. And he needed to thaw out.

The temps weren’t dead-of-winter cold, but after a mild October, the sudden drop in mercury was a shock.

The big man nodded and returned his attention to the monitors on his desk.

After a quick run to the team’s bullpen, Scott climbed into the silver Tahoe he’d parked in the back lot and drove toward Valerie’s apartment in Fairfax. She lived in an older cluster of three-story buildings in a busy commercial district, and he could easily keep an eye on her unit from the parking lot or from a garden area in the center of the complex.

Today was the first time she’d said more than two words to him since the day he’d been introduced around the office by Hollowell as part of his cover. Usually, she just mumbled “hello” if they passed in the halls or crossed paths in the break room. He probably made her nervous.

No surprise. Plenty of people turned skittish around a killer.

But today had been an eye-opener. First seeing her on fire, looking hot, and conning her way past the guard—which put a chink in his confidence that she was innocent—and then tonight she’d talked. Not only that, but her eyes had sparkled with excitement, and after her initial fright, she’d given him the most amazing smile.

A smile that could launch wars. It spoke of a light and energy that he hadn’t realized she possessed. He was now at war with himself. Watching her had been no biggie when he didn’t really see her. Now it felt like voyeurism.

Pushing that unwelcome thought aside, he climbed into the rear of the SUV, lowered the seat, and slipped into the cargo space. There were advantages to being “average” in size. He didn’t fit the All-Star quarterback mold like the other guys at Steele, but his shorter stature and narrower shoulders had served him well as a scout sniper.

Illegal tint concealed him from view even in daylight, which would break in another hour or so. From his position he could see Valerie’s windows, but she was a smart woman who kept her blinds closed at night.

The light in her living room blinked out, and her bedroom light came on. He could envision her one-bedroom apartment with its tiny kitchen and inexpensive but comfortable furniture. Not much color. Even the pictures on the walls were black-and-white shots of mountains in plain black frames. And not very good photos at that.

He’d never entered her apartment, but he’d viewed as much as possible through binos from the parking lot. Following someone wasn’t illegal; B&E most definitely was.

Her bedroom window went dark, and his imagination ran away with him. Did she sleep naked? Would she be shy in bed or bold?

Christ. He’d liked this assignment better when he thought she was boring.

Swearing under his breath, he adjusted his position and tried to picture Valerie in oversized sweats.

It didn’t help.

Three hours later, his muscles stiff, Scott woke to an alarm he’d hidden near her door to alert him that she was on the move. Already at the bottom of the stairs, she set a bag of aluminum cans next to the dumpster before sliding into her dirty-as-sin Prius.

The first time he’d seen her leave cans on the ground, he’d thought she was too lazy to throw them in the bin. But when he’d come back to peek through her windows while she was at work, an old man had been digging through the trash with a crutch, the back of his beat-up station wagon packed with bags full of aluminum. Hers sat on top.

So she was nice to the homeless. Didn’t make her innocent.

Starting to feel the pull of fatigue, he tailed Valerie back to Aggressor. Luckily, all the morning traffic was heading the opposite direction. The only slowdown was at 28 heading north toward Dulles. A string of defense contractors and tech companies lined the highway all the way to the airport and beyond, with Aggressor right in the center.

Scott made sure she took the turnoff to work, and then drove past the exit to the next off-ramp. He circled around and parked in the back of the building with the delivery vans and company fleet cars.

If she noticed his Jeep still parked up front, she’d think he’d never left.

The bright sun belied the twenty-degree temps, and the wind brought the air into the single digits. Head down, he hustled into the building.

A new guard sat on duty at the counter. He nodded as Scott passed—comparing Scott’s face to the one that popped up on the monitor when he scanned his ID—but didn’t say anything.

Scott spent the next hour in the break room, pounding coffee and pretending to read a procedures manual while waiting for contact from Hollowell.

The text message finally came, and two minutes later he stood in Hollowell’s corner office with a view of the distant mountains.

“I just met with Valerie and Jay,” Hollowell said. “I finally have the evidence I need.”

Scott’s chest tightened. “What happened?”

The older man frowned, rubbing his clean-shaven chin. “According to the client’s log, she downloaded several key files.”

“But that doesn’t make sense. She had to know she’d be caught.” At Hollowell’s wave, Scott sat in a hard wooden chair. “What did she say when you asked her about it?”

The gray-haired man scowled. “I didn’t ask her about it. I don’t want her to know we’re suspicious.” He circled his desk and sat in a black leather chair, steepling the fingers of his sun-spotted hands. “The Westgate admin had a separate log file that she didn’t know about.”

“Still, she’s not stupid.” Scott just couldn’t see her taking that kind of risk. She did this shit all day long. She knew how it worked. “Why would she take a chance like that?”

Hollowell regarded him closely. “Are you getting soft on this woman, Kramer?”

“No, sir.” Scott ignored the temptation to shift in the uncomfortable chair—if the Marines had taught him nothing else, it had taught him how to be still—and held his gaze. “I’m surprised is all.”

The older man waved his hand vaguely. “A lot of these hacker types are anti-authoritarian and think all information should be free. Except, ironically,  their own. They’ll do whatever they can to undermine government and corporate secrecy. For all we know, she’s being paid to hand this stuff over to something like WikiLeaks.”

Scott shook his head, still wrestling with the idea of Valerie being guilty.

“The FBI will pick her up from home later this morning.” Hollowell sat back. “I want you on her like a fly on shit in case she runs or makes contact with her buyer before then.”

“Do you think she’s working alone?” Scott asked.

“According to Jay, she hasn’t made contact with anyone online, and you haven’t seen her using computers anywhere but her home and work.”

Scott nodded, and his spirit deflated. He would have sworn she was innocent. Which just showed how much he knew.

As if reading his mind, Hollowell said, “Her father was a notorious hacker named Filiberto Laredo. I know she looks innocent, but she grew up in that world and started working with him from an early age. I thought she’d made a break from that life, but some people can’t move beyond their past.”

Scott kept his face impassive even as he digested that revelation. He could relate. “Her dad was a con?”

“Yes.” Hollowell let out a long sigh. “I turned a blind eye to it because it’s typical for ethical hackers to get their start cracking systems illegally in their teens. She stayed out of trouble after her father was arrested, and her reputation was solid when I hired her.”

Scott ruthlessly pushed aside the idea that he and Valerie had a lot in common. “Sir, what kind of files did she get?”

“Documents relating to classified weapons systems developed by Westgate Defense. Full specs and drawings. Everything.”

“Fuck.” The value of those documents to some of America’s enemies was astronomical.

“My thoughts exactly.” Hollowell checked his watch. “I have a meeting in five.” He leveled a hard gaze on Scott. “Don’t lose her. If we’re lucky, she hasn’t done anything with the files yet.”

“Why doesn’t the FBI pick her up while she’s here?”

“Warrants take time.”

“And they’re not putting a team on her to make sure she doesn’t run?”

The older man looked down his long, straight nose at Scott, his bony shoulders rigid under a high-dollar suit coat. “You are the team on her. Regardless of what the feds do, I want you as backup.” Eyes narrowed, he leaned in. “Are you in or out?”

Scott swallowed. His scalp prickled in warning, but if he walked off the job, it wouldn’t just hurt his own reputation—and potentially national security—it would reflect poorly on Steele. Kurt didn’t deserve that.

And Scott wasn’t a quitter.

“In, sir.” He didn’t like it, but if Valerie was guilty, he’d make damn sure she didn’t escape.




















CHAPTER THREE




Chantilly, VA

Wednesday, 8:00 a.m.




VALERIE DRUMMED HER FINGERS ON her desk, trying to pinpoint the source of her unease. Now that her elation over breaking Westgate had ebbed, she couldn’t help wondering if she’d made a grave mistake, despite Duncan’s assurances that the leak was plugged.

What if he thought he’d fixed the problem but he was wrong?

Chewing a nail, she glanced at the day-shift operator, Carmen. If someone at the company was using her reports to break into their clients’ systems, she had just put the country’s national security at risk. There were about a dozen people at Aggressor with the skills to access her reports without permission.

What didn’t fit was the timeline on some of the malicious attacks. Weeks or months had gone by in several cases. With that much lag time, none of the companies should have been vulnerable.

She stuck a half dozen Skittles in her mouth and sat up, suddenly energized. What if someone was tampering with the client reports, taking out a key vulnerability to leave themselves a backdoor?

For the next two hours, she compared the copies of the reports she kept on her personal drive with those she’d uploaded to the network. Nothing. She reached for more candy, only to find the bag empty, and slumped in defeat. If clients weren’t getting the wrong report, then why weren’t they making the changes to protect themselves, especially after spending the money to have Aggressor find the holes?

Not wanting to bother Duncan until she had more to go on, she dialed the office of the CIO at P + F whose name was at the top of her report.

“Marjorie Wilson,” the woman answered, her voice brusque.

Valerie hesitated. “Ms. Wilson. I didn’t expect to get you directly.”

“My secretary called in sick and the temp agency hasn’t sent a replacement. Who is this?”

“Sorry, I’m Valerie Sanchez. I work at Aggressor International.”

“I’m not interested.” Her voice faded as if she were distancing herself from the phone.

“No, wait. I’m not selling anything.”

Ms. Wilson sighed.

“I saw recently that your print servers had been hacked and—”

“Where did you hear that?” The question came like a slap.

“On a forum for hackers and network admins, ma’am. I’m following up because I know I pointed out that vulnerability in my report to you last year and—”

“What the hell are you talking about?” The CIO was vibrating with anger now. “What report?”

“The pen test report I wrote for you in October of last year.”

“I don’t read unsolicited materials, but if you hacked our system to prove something…”

Valerie wanted to beat her head against her desk. “Ma’am, your company hired us to provide a penetration test, and I’m the one who wrote the report. It would have come from Duncan Hollowell, after your teleconference with him.”

“I don’t know what you think you’re up to, but we never hired anyone, and this conversation is done.”

What the hell? Valerie sat with the phone to her ear for a beat and then replaced the receiver, her hand shaking.

If Marjorie Wilson was telling the truth, then it wasn’t someone at Aggressor taking advantage of early information. There was only one man who made the assignments and coordinated with the clients: Duncan. If the clients weren’t real…

Oh shit. Valerie doubled over and wrapped her arms around her stomach to stem the tide of nausea.

How could he?

She rested her forehead on the cool Formica desktop and tried to sort through her muddled thoughts. Was she overreacting? Maybe there was a misunderstanding.

Shoving the empty candy wrapper into the trash—and now regretting having eaten so much sugar this early in the day—she brought up another report and called another client from a couple months ago who had been recently hacked. This time she used a slightly different approach.

“Hi, Tom,” she said after they made introductions. “We’re surveying our past customers on their experience, trying to determine how we can provide better service. Would you be willing to answer a couple of questions?”

“I think you have us on your list by mistake,” he said genially. “We’ve never used Aggressor.”

Her stomach backed up into her throat. “Oh, I’m so sorry. We might have some cross- contamination from the prospective client database. Sorry to bother you.”

Breathe. Valerie stared unseeing at her computer.

Duncan had used her. Betrayed her. Was he trying to scare companies into hiring Aggressor, or something more sinister? The top-secret files he could get from a company like Westgate… Holy shit.

And she was the perfect patsy.

What could she do? Who could she talk to? Did one just walk into an FBI building and ask to see an agent? Imagining it made her throat turn dry.

Somehow, she had to protect herself.

Any downloads made from the system would show up in the daily log. Carmen would check it before shift change, which meant Duncan would haul Valerie into his office first thing in the morning.

She walked down the hall on unsteady legs, the shell of her body encasing a hot writhing mess. Several coworkers passed her in the corridor and she nodded absently, trying not to act out of the ordinary, but everything around her was too bright, too loud.

All of her acting abilities failed her.

In the storeroom, she held her badge up to a reader on a heavy-duty steel cabinet. An electronic lock buzzed quietly. She opened the reinforced door and removed a small thumb drive from the shelf. Only a handful of employees had access to flash drives since they were a common way to spread viruses. But the hackers often used them—with approval, of course—as part of their testing process, asking secretaries or guards to print something on their behalf, or leaving one behind in the bathroom so an employee would plug it in to see whose it was.

Back at her desk, she copied her mail files—which included Duncan’s assignments—and client reports to the flash drive, keeping her head down. Unfortunately, the drives had built-in RFID tags. She’d never get one past the guards now that she didn’t have the excuse of an active client. The mail room presented the same problem.

Normally, she approved of all of Aggressor’s security measures. Today, they worked against her.

Sweat formed on her brow and trickled down her back. Through the glass, the operator stared at her and pressed her intercom button.

“You all right?” she asked.

“Fine,” she laughed self-consciously. “Not nearly enough sleep is all. I’m going to head out in a minute.”

Slipping the small drive and a Scotch tape dispenser into her coat pocket, she signed out of her computer, waving to Carmen as she grabbed her bag and exited the Fish Bowl. Outside, six-foot cloth cubicle walls formed a ring that hid her from view.

She strode purposefully around the circle until she was almost behind Carmen and stopped next to an empty workstation. Her heart thrummed in her ears like a bass drum as she surreptitiously glanced around, placed her shoe on the corner of the desk, and pretended to retie her laces.

The camera was to her back and pointed more toward Carmen, but she tried to keep her body between the all-seeing eye and what she was doing.

Moving swiftly, she removed the drive and tape dispenser from her pocket. She tore off a piece of tape and stuck it to the side of the flash drive, and then popped the cap from the top of the cubicle’s metal support, pretending to use the flimsy wall to catch her balance. She taped the flash drive inside the square tube and returned the cap with a snap.

If the security guard downstairs was paying close attention, she was screwed.

Down the elevator, across the tiled lobby, her limbs were stiff, muscles jerky as if her body’s timing was off.

What she needed was sleep. And food. She’d had a quick bowl of cereal before leaving home earlier, but now her stomach protested. But she was wired, as if she’d been taking on coffee straight from an IV all morning.

The security guard nodded as she passed through the turnstile. No shouts, no weapons. Her back tingled in anticipation until she made it safely through the glass doors.

An icy wind blasted through her jacket, chilling her to the core the instant she stepped into the sunshine. Maybe she had a few more hours before everything blew up in her face. Enough time to make some calls.

A few rows down from her car, Scott’s Jeep still sat in the parking lot. He’d been surprised by her late night, but she’d been equally surprised by his early morning.

She knew nothing about him except that he had been a Marine—no secret given the round sticker on his car’s rear window that glinted in the sun—and he was training for field ops. And that a guy like him could have any woman he set his amazing blue eyes on. She highly doubted he’d ever want her.

Especially now that she was poised to blow the whistle on Duncan and possibly topple Aggressor. Holy shit. She sat in her car for a minute until she stopped hyperventilating.

Preoccupied by the morning’s revelations, she made it home on autopilot and dragged herself up the stairs to her second-floor apartment.

She dropped her huge purse on the kitchen counter—she never went anywhere without her laptop and a change of clothing in case she stayed at work overnight, so a big bag was mandatory—and opened the fridge. No way was she coherent enough to risk cooking something. Opting for a peanut butter and banana sandwich with cinnamon, she collapsed onto a stool and devoured the delicious mash-up that had been Dad’s favorite.

Comfort food was exactly what she needed right now, even if the memories it brought back made her chest hurt.

Five minutes later, she pushed away her plate and stumbled into the bedroom, feeling loopy from fatigue. She needed to call the FBI and make an appointment or whatever, but if she talked to someone now, they’d write her off as drunk or on drugs.

Even fully sober they might not believe her story. What if they accused her of trying to set up Aggressor to cover her own illegal activities? They’d say she spoofed Duncan’s account to make it appear that he’d assigned her those clients, using company time and resources to pull it off.

But she had Jay. Surely if they both told the same story, the FBI would at least investigate.

Returning to the kitchen to retrieve her cell phone, she dialed Jay. The call went straight to voice mail. Frustrated, she left the phone on the counter and stalked to her room.

Two hours. That was all she needed. Enough sleep to take the edge off. After donning her favorite sleep shirt—a super-soft cotton T with the words TALK NERDY TO ME across the front—and a pair of pajama pants, Valerie brushed her teeth, set her alarm, and barely made it under the comforter.

Strange, vivid dreams filled her head, but disappeared from her mental grasp the minute she woke to a loud knock on the door. The clock showed she’d only been out for forty-five minutes. She closed her eyes and groaned.

Who the hell could be at the door? She never had unexpected guests. Or expected ones for that matter. If it was a door-to-door salesman, she might seriously contemplate murder. Sliding her feet into slippers, she threw on a sweatshirt to hide her braless state and padded into the living room.

Her cell phone rang. She paused in indecision.

Another impatient round of banging came from the door. Valerie stepped up and peeked through the viewer. Two men stood on the outdoor landing in blue FBI windbreakers, badges on chains around their necks. Her stomach took a dive. How did they know…?

Ring ring.

She yanked open the door, unable to hide the frown on her face, or the shiver that ran through her from the cold wind’s assault.

A tall, trim man with close-cropped brown hair stepped forward. “Ms. Sanchez?” He was not quite handsome with sharp cheekbones, a thin nose, and gray-blue eyes that matched the winter sky.

Valerie didn’t respond, just waited. Her phone went silent.

His eyebrows narrowed. “I’m Special Agent John Dresner, FBI.” He flashed his ID at her, and then gestured to the stocky black man next to him. “This is Special Agent Curtis Williams.”

His credentials appeared real enough, but what did she know? “What can I do for you?” she asked. Had she called them in her sleep?

Her phone dinged to alert her to a new voicemail.

Agent Dresner crossed the threshold, forcing her to take several steps back. “Valerie Sanchez, you’re under arrest.”




Scott’s alarm interrupted the faint music he’d fallen asleep to after less than an hour of snoozing in the back of the Tahoe. “She’s up and on the move already?” he grumbled to the empty cargo space, pausing the tunes. Maybe he should get a dog. At least then he wouldn’t be talking to himself.

The fog of sleep lifted quickly. Two men wearing FBI windbreakers and dark slacks stood on the open-air landing in front of Valerie’s apartment. From a hundred yards away through binos, Scott watched as she opened her door wearing a Virginia Tech sweatshirt and striped pajama pants. 

Her rumpled, yanked-from-sleep appearance ignited his protective instincts. She sure as hell didn’t look like a threat to the nation’s security.

Except Hollowell had proof. She’d taken the bait.

But why now? Not only had she been clean since her father went to jail over a decade ago, but she knew Aggressor performed routine investigations of their employees to look for anything suspicious, anything that made them vulnerable to extortion. Excessive debt, an extramarital affair, exploitable habits like drugs or sexual fetishes. The same things the military and government agencies looked for when performing background checks for top-secret clearance.

The only thing they’d found on Valerie was the offshore account. But wouldn’t someone with her skills know how to mask her ownership? Scott didn’t understand how all that computer shit worked, so he had no idea, but she didn’t strike him as an idiot.

The two men entered her apartment.

Scott’s job was basically over. After less than a week of round-the-clock surveillance, she would be out of his life for good. With one hand, he started to clean up, placing his Nikon in his backpack, along with a couple of CLIF bar wrappers.

He kept the binoculars trained on her doorway, his body heavy as a tank.

It wasn’t her he’d miss. Definitely not. But he’d miss the work, the chance to return to his roots. In Afghanistan, he’d spent days at a time camped out in one position, he and his partner isolated from the rest of the platoon in the middle of enemy-controlled territory. Scott ate, pissed, and napped in the prone position, undetected thanks to his ghillie suit and sloth-like movements as he observed a group of terrorists to determine their habits and rank structure.

Surveilling Valerie had been a hell of a lot easier and light years more comfortable. But still good practice.

Outside, the agents exited the apartment with Valerie in tow, her hands shackled. The white guy had her large blue handbag slung over his shoulder, one hand on her, the other near his service weapon.

The FBI agents reached the bottom of the stairs and turned toward the parking lot where their nondescript, tan bureau car waited in a “no parking” zone.

Ten yards from the car, the fair-haired fed doubled over and dropped to his knees. The ear-splitting report of a high-caliber shot shattered the air.

“What the fuck?” Scott reached for his rifle, heart in his throat.

All he got was air. He’d gone without his long gun for this op because if a cop found him sitting surveillance, he’d have a hard time explaining away the Barrett.

Valerie dropped to her knees and lowered her head. Instinct, but not a good one.

“Run, goddammit.” Launching himself over the flattened back seats and through the passenger door, he took off running.

The black FBI agent pushed Valerie behind a cement pillar and shielded her as he returned fire. Scott couldn’t see the sniper, but he had to be in one of the upper-floor apartments in the adjacent building. The roof wasn’t flat, and the trees were too bare to conceal anyone this time of year.

Crouched low, the agent jerked back with a cry and gripped his shoulder.

“Valerie!” A man called from the sniper’s roost, his voice loud and distorted, coming through a bullhorn. “Run.”

Christ, no. “Not now,” Scott said under his breath. “He’s trying to draw you out.” His heart pounded wildly as he pumped his arms.  Shit, shit, shit. His side started to cramp, his progress far too slow even though he ran flat out.

In the distance, sirens wailed. Valerie kneeled next to the downed agent, placing herself firmly in the sniper’s crosshairs.

But he didn’t fire.

The still-conscious fed rolled onto his side to reach into his pocket, then handed something to Valerie. A few seconds later she had her wrists free. She lifted the injured man to a sitting position against the pillar and pressed her palms to his wounded shoulder. 

“Run,” the sniper said again, clearly using a bullhorn so she could hear him. “Get out of here before the police arrive. I won’t be able to hold them off too.”

She sent a puzzled look toward the disembodied voice, but held firm.

What the hell was going on?

The agent jerked and slumped to the ground, followed by an immediate boom. Valerie screamed and dove out of the line of fire.

Goddammit.

When Scott was fifty yards out, Valerie spotted him racing along the grass that lined the side of the parking lot. With a final glance toward the sniper’s hideout, she snagged her bag and sprinted toward her car.




Valerie dodged the growing crowd of bystanders huddling around the corner of her building as she tried to catch her breath.

Sirens cut through the feeling of cotton in her ears. The police would be here soon.

Her steps faltered. Shouldn’t she wait for them? They’ll arrest you. Her head throbbed and tears blurred her vision, but she could make out the man in the green jacket still racing toward her. Valerie almost tripped over a neighbor who was hunkered down behind a large truck, cradling her baby against her chest.

“Are you okay?” she asked. She didn’t know the woman’s name, but she’d seen her around.

“What’s going on?” the blonde asked, her voice shaky.

“Someone’s shooting. Stay here.” Valerie moved past them. “I have to go.”

“But the police…”

Bile rose in her throat. As she approached her car, the doors unlocked with a pop. Her heart hammered so hard she could hardly draw breath. Both agents were dead. She was splattered with blood.

And she’d run away.

Valerie’s stomach contracted painfully and she dry-heaved. Oh, Jesus. What was she doing?

Keep moving!

She glanced over her shoulder as she opened the door. Green Parka stood still, watching her. Something about him was vaguely familiar, but she couldn’t make out his features from this distance. All she knew was that she couldn’t let him catch her. She’d learned to trust her instincts over the years, and hers were screaming that he was not a friend.

She threw herself inside the car, pushed the button to start the engine, and peeled out of the parking lot on squealing tires without looking back.

The steering wheel was cold, but she gripped it hard to keep her hands from shaking as she joined the afternoon traffic pouring out of the nearby business parks and heading toward the freeway onramp. She checked her mirrors obsessively, but no one appeared to be following her. Not that she was an expert in counter surveillance.

Not anymore. Papá had taught her a few things, but she was rusty.

Separating from the congestion, she continued another mile down the wide road that led to one of Fairfax County’s mega strip malls. She had to ditch the car. If the cops weren’t looking for her already, they would be soon.

No one in the massive, car-logged parking lot took any notice of her as she parked and used baby wipes she kept in her glove box to rid her face and hands of blood. Still trembling, she turned her sweatshirt inside out to hide the stains and popped the trunk. She scavenged a granola bar, gloves, fleece cap, and a bottle of water she kept for blizzards and other emergencies. If this didn’t qualify, nothing did. She shoved the snack and water into her tote bag, tucked her hair up into the beanie, and donned the gloves.

She dropped her keys onto the driver’s seat, shut the car door, and let her palms linger on the Prius. Her first new car, bought to celebrate a big jump in income when she took the job at Aggressor. God, how had things gone so wrong?

Scanning for threats, she wiped tears from her cheeks and walked away from the car, hugging herself against the biting wind that cut through her inadequate sweatshirt.

Within minutes she was just another pajama-wearing patron at Walmart.




















CHAPTER FOUR




Zachari, CA

Two weeks later, Sunday, 4:40 p.m.




SCOTT HAD BEEN FOLLOWING VALERIE since she left Virginia two weeks ago, and she still hadn’t led him to her co-conspirator, who Hollowell now believed was Suresh. Seeing as how the guy had gone dark the same day Valerie split, it wasn’t a stretch. Hollowell probably had to pull his own teeth to get himself to admit it, though. He’d been so fucking sure she was working alone.

But the old man’s suspicions of Valerie appeared valid. Everything pointed to her guilt. In addition to the offshore account, someone had been willing to kill to help her escape the feds, and she’d immediately taken off for Zachari, California—about sixty miles north of Los Angeles—with a destination in mind. No hesitation, despite no obvious link to the town.

And yet, after trailing her for two weeks, he still had a hard time believing she was guilty.

The turncoat was too fucking nice. She tipped delivery drivers well. She drove too fast in the beat-up Accord she’d purchased in West Virginia, but she didn’t tailgate or cut people off or honk at stupid drivers. She held the door for people and thanked them for doing the same. It wasn’t forced with her either, it was clearly unconscious habit.

Or maybe she was too fucking hot, and he was the dumbass who turned stupid around a pretty face.

Which made him laugh. Up until he glimpsed her spark on that last day in Virginia, she’d been the quiet girl in baggy clothes hiding behind a large computer monitor, a messy ponytail, and a foreign language of proxy servers, backdoors, sniffers, and other geek-speak.

But computer nerd or not, the woman helping her elderly landlady unload groceries—keeping up the ruse?—had been transformed. She’d carved out side-swept bangs that balanced her oval face, and her dark brown hair fell in a shiny sheet past her shoulder blades, reflecting red and blond highlights in the setting sun. She was sexy as hell in slim jeans that hid lean, athletic legs, and a sweater the wind had molded to her killer rack.

Christ, she was guilty of espionage, and he couldn’t stop thinking about her tits.

But he also couldn’t stop thinking about the fear and confusion on her face when the sniper started shooting, and again when he told her to run. Scott would bet good money that she hadn’t been in on that day’s massacre.

Which didn’t make her innocent. Getting involved with the criminal underworld made her culpable. Given her history, he’d expected her to be smarter.

Scott adjusted his position in the recently purchased beater of a cargo van. Across the street, she gave the older woman a gentle hug before striding to the detached-garage-turned-guest-house. The small rental exactly matched the main house, right down to its white trim, green wood siding, and stone porch.

Valerie—now going by Victoria Reynoso—had done a nice job of covering her tracks but she clearly didn’t realize her efforts were useless. Scott didn’t have much to offer the world, but he knew how to be invisible.

And how to wait.

Down the street, the feds were watching too, operating out of a two-story motel called The Dolphin, which had probably been built in the fifties and never refurbished. Since he wasn’t in contact with them, he’d made up his own names for the agents to amuse himself as he watched them spy on Valerie.

He’d noticed Hurley first. Later, he’d added Roxy, Billy, Van, Rip, and Oakley, though they did a pretty good job of staying covert. He supposed they had some experience.

They wanted Valerie to lead them to Suresh—and possibly her buyer—before bringing her in, and Hollowell wanted Scott to stay on as backup and to keep him in the loop. Fine with him. Better they capture both traitors.

Assuming she was meeting up with Suresh at all. A smart woman would cut ties and start fresh.

Scott scratched the beard he’d been growing since they took to the road. After so many years in the Marines, shaving was a habit, but his scruffy face changed his look completely. Combine that with the blond highlights the sun had given his overlong hair, sunglasses, and board shorts, and Valerie hadn’t looked at him twice. He was just another transient surfer parked at the beach across from her cottage.

The surfers figured he was just another guy living out of his van. Which, basically, he was.

He’d been reading Meditations by Marcus Aurelius for nearly an hour when Valerie emerged from her tiny house. She wore a green V-neck shirt and white jeans with sparkly flip-flops.

“Where’re you going, honey?” he asked under his breath.

He’d know soon enough. Even if he lost her, the GPS tracker on her car made sure of that. Probably the FBI had planted their own tracker too.

Thirty minutes later, he entered Good Old Days Bar & Grill on Harbor Drive. Tonight was the first time Valerie had gone out in the evening. It had to mean something. Maybe she was tired of being home alone, but he’d never seen her watch football in her apartment back in Virginia. He doubted she was here for the game.

The place was loud, with a half-dozen flat-screen televisions tuned to the Cowboys⁠–Giants game. Thanksgiving was still a couple of days away, but shimmery green garland draped every booth and circled every pillar in a desperate attempt at cheer. Glittery bells hung in the corners, and an anemic fake tree dressed in tiny beer bottles, football helmets, and hockey sticks sat in the corner by the door.

Every stool flanking the wide wooden bar was occupied. Valerie had staked out one at the far end, and she sipped a dark beer, her eyes on the entrance.

She barely registered his appearance, clearly looking for someone else. Not that he expected her to recognize him. The Vans snapback hat was just an extra precaution. He ordered a beer—some piss-pale American crap so he wouldn’t be tempted to drink much of it—and feigned interest in football.

Across the bar from where he stood, Valerie shook her head at the man next to her and he straightened, a slight frown on his too-pretty face. She glanced around and returned her gaze to the door.

Slowly, casually, Scott turned to lean his hip against the bar, giving him a view of the open area of tables as well as the entrance. So far, he’d seen none of the feds on her detail, but with luck, by the end of the night, they would have both Jay and Valerie in cuffs.

As much as he’d enjoyed the change of pace of this assignment, it was time to go home and get pretty Valerie, the fucking Benedict Arnold, off his brain.




Valerie sipped her beer and fingered the collar of her shirt. She still wasn’t used to wearing form-fitting clothes.

The sports bar was loud, with twelve flat-screen televisions around the room all tuned to the game, and the din of conversations and shouts overlaying the announcers’ voices. Green tissue paper pine trees hung from the ceiling, and a life-sized elf holding a bowl of mints stood sentinel just inside the door, a dismal reminder of the coming holiday.

The clientele was fairly clean cut. Apparently, this place appealed to the frat-boys-turned-suburban-dads and young professionals alike, along with a few surfer types.

Good Old Days was the only sports bar in Zachari with the Dallas game on its main screens tonight, and she was hoping Jay would show. He loved the Texas team as much as she hated the state they hailed from. Jay had given her a hard time about it, even going so far as to buy her a Cowboys T-shirt as a joke for her birthday.

After their success with Westgate, he’d disappeared. All she had was the voicemail he’d left while she was answering the door to the feds, warning her to get out of town. Since then, he’d been silent. How had he known she was in danger?

Now that the Cowboys were playing, she had a chance to find out. Jay’s offhand comment about Zachari at the company Christmas party two years ago had brought her to California. She had no idea if he was living here, but—like everyone—he was a creature of habit. That made the football game her best chance to track him down.

As long as Duncan, or law enforcement, hadn’t picked up her trail, she and Jay might get out of this alive.

She scanned the knots of people seated at tables and booths up front, but didn’t spot him. Behind the bar, a stocky young blonde with chin-length hair filled beer mugs pretty much nonstop.

“Need a refill?” the blonde asked, wiping her hands on a red apron. Earrings perforated both ears from tip to lobe, and she had snakebite piercings beneath her lower lip that, at first glance, looked like zits.

Valerie ordered another stout. If necessary, she would sit here all night. Might as well have a little more liquid courage.

The woman returned with a frothy glass a minute later and took her money. “Anything else I can get you?”

“Actually,” Valerie leaned in and tried to look concerned, “I got here late and I’m hoping I didn’t miss my friend. I thought you might remember if you’d served him. Tall, good-looking Indian man? His name’s Jay.”

The woman studied her for a minute as if trying to decide if she was legit, but then shook her head. “Doesn’t ring a bell, but unless they hang out at the bar for a while or tip really well, the faces are all a blur.”

Figured. “I understand. Thanks anyway.”

Valerie took a sip of the bitter drink and glanced at the TV screen over the bar without really seeing it, trying to pretend she wasn’t really watching the door.

Since arriving in California, she’d spent all of her free time either looking for Jay or trying to find a way into Aggressor’s computers. She’d been researching the employees and their families, looking for their backgrounds, hobbies, and interests by friending them on social media.

Once she set her traps, she’d go phishing. But if she found Jay, maybe she wouldn’t need to. 

And almost like magic, two minutes later, he walked in the door and stopped in the entry next to the tacky Christmas tree. She launched herself off the stool and threaded her way through the thick crowd. At first, he didn’t notice. Then his gaze settled on her face, and his dark features registered shock. Face flushed, he strode up to her, grabbed her by the upper arm, and dragged her to the corridor leading to the bathrooms.

“What the hell are you doing here?” he asked, glancing around him. “Were you followed?”

Her heart galloped. She’d never seen him like this. “Jay…” She shook her arm free from his painful grip. “No. I don’t think so.” If anyone already knew where she was, wouldn’t they have grabbed her by now?

“How did you find me?” he asked, his voice thick with displeasure. “What are you doing here?”

“You told me about Zachari once. The way you talked about it, I figured I’d start here. It was the only lead I had since you scrubbed your online presence.”

His head snapped back. “I told you about this place?”

She wasn’t surprised he didn’t remember. They hadn’t discussed childhood memories much, but there was one night… “When you got drunk at the holiday party and I drove you home. You said you came here for vacation as a kid and you loved how it was named after the Greek word for sugar because life here had to be sweet. That stuck with me.”

He grimaced and made an angry noise in his throat. “Fucking stupid. If I’d realized…” His gaze roved the crowd for threats before he faced her. “But how’d you find me here?” He pointed to the floor.

“The Cowboys game. This was the only place in town for Dallas fans. Well, the only one that’s not scary.”

“Dammit.” He ran a hand through his dark hair and frowned. “I know better.” Gripping her shoulder, he squeezed hard and narrowed his eyes, leaning too far into her personal space. “What do you want?”

Wasn’t it obvious? “I need your help,” she said, unable to keep her voice calm. “Your phone call came too late, but clearly you know something about what’s going on.” She pressed against his chest and he shifted back, letting go. “Besides Duncan, you’re the only one who knows I’m innocent. You can tell the FBI. Maybe they’ll clear us both if you testify.”

Jay gave a bitter laugh and shook his head. “Don’t be naive, Valerie.”

All the fight drained out of her. He’d been her one hope. “You won’t even try? Don’t you want your life back?”

“Try what, exactly?”

“Anything.” Her voice screeched, and she glanced around. The last thing she wanted to do was attract attention. Not that anyone could hear her over the music or the noise of the game.

She took a deep breath, returning her attention to Jay. In the calmest tone she could muster, she said, “We’re smart. I know if we put our heads together we can figure some way out of this.” She held his upper arm. “Please. We can’t give up. We can’t let him win.”

“I’m sorry.” He shrugged free of her hold and shook his head. “I can’t help you.”

Her stomach turned to stone. Without Jay, what chance did she have? “How did you know I was in danger when you called?”

Jay clamped his lips shut and refused to meet her eye.

Well, then.

For a moment she had no words.

Ignoring the knife of betrayal lodged in her back, she said, “You were involved?”

He scowled, but didn’t deny it.

“Why?”

“Does it matter?” He crossed his arms and met her gaze, his dark brown eyes full of anger, fear, and regret.

“Yes.”

His jaw tightened. “Duncan threatened Priya.” The woman Jay was still in love with.

Valerie sighed. “You can’t run forever.” She sure as hell didn’t want to. She wanted her life back. Her freedom. “Aren’t you tired of looking over your shoulder? It’s only been two weeks, and I can hardly stand it. I’m tired of being on edge, thinking at any moment that Duncan’s goons might find me. I can’t live like this, Jay.”

He narrowed his eyes at her and put a balled fist against the wall over her head. “If you turn yourself in, I’ll be long gone. There are plenty of places to hide out that I know I never told you about.”

Anger surged through her. Had their friendship meant nothing to him? “You think I would give you away even if I did go to the police?” As if she’d surrender. Without Jay all she had was the emails she’d hidden on the flash drive, and she didn’t even have those in her possession. Now that everyone thought she was behind the deaths of Agents Dresner and Williams, she needed solid proof. 

Somehow, she managed to keep her face from drooping in defeat. “You don’t know me at all. Maybe you never did.”

“Valerie, I’m sorry.” Jay stood with his eyes downcast, the anger visibly draining out of him like blood from a cut.

“Me too.” She straightened and nudged him out of her way. “Good luck.” Without looking his way again, she strode to the ladies’ room.

Inside, she ignored the curious look from a redhead at the sink and hid in the nearest open stall. Gulping deep breaths to keep the waterworks at bay, she balled her fists and squeezed her eyes shut.

Damn him. Damn him. She wanted to kick something. How could he just give up? How could he leave her hanging like this, danger dangling over her like a sword?

She choked back a sob and leaned her head against the stall door. How was she going to exonerate herself now?




Scott could read lips passably, but neither Valerie nor Suresh was facing his way, so he was stuck reading body language.

And there was plenty of it.

Suresh was pissed. Valerie went from happy to surprised to angry, and then nearly broke down right there. Whatever Suresh had said, it wasn’t what she wanted to hear. Apparently there was no honor among cyber thieves either.

Boo-fucking-hoo.

He’d texted Hollowell to let him know Suresh was here. Scott was supposed to keep an eye on them both until the FBI stepped in. Easier said than done, considering they didn’t look likely to leave here together.

When Valerie bailed to the bathroom, he followed Suresh. Scott could track her down later, and her former partner in crime was on his way out the door. Apparently football was no longer on the man’s agenda for the evening.

Scott waited a few beats and then trailed his quarry.

Pretending to be engrossed in something on his phone, he pushed through the door into the dark parking lot. The air had cooled and the scent of green onions and eucalyptus drifted on the ocean breeze. Traffic on the nearby 101 whooshed in the background, providing a steady stream of white noise that ebbed, but never quite died out.

Suresh was nowhere in sight, but he couldn’t have gotten away that quickly. Scott pocketed his phone and strode through the shadows toward the end of the building. He spotted Suresh hurrying toward a white Chevy in the side lot under one of the few working streetlamps.

“Jay?”

Suresh stopped and turned to a man who stood in the shadow of a gray truck.

Light flashed, followed by a quiet pop. Suresh crumpled.

Oh, shit. “Hey!” Scott yelled, breaking into a run.

The gunman followed suit, jumping onto a motorcycle parked face-out two spaces away. He fired up the crotch-rocket’s engine with its throaty growl and peeled out. The man glanced over his shoulder, giving Scott a glimpse of his face.

Hurley. One of the FBI agents who’d been following Valerie. 

“What the fuck?” Dread filled Scott’s gut, heavy like wet cement. He jogged to the break between cars and stopped cold.

Jay Suresh lay sprawled on the macadam, blood shimmering on his face like black oil. His eyes were open and staring at the sky, sightless.

Either Hurley wasn’t FBI at all, or he was rotten.

Rubbing a hand down his face, Scott dialed 911. “A man was just shot in the parking lot of Good Old Days on Harbor Drive. When I approached, the shooter took off on a red motorcycle, probably a Honda, California license plate beginning with 11K92.”

“Sir, may I have your name?” the operator asked.

Scott gave her a brief description of Hurley and hung up. He wasn’t going to stick around for the police. Until he figured out what was going on with Hollowell and the FBI, he didn’t trust anyone. He wiped his disposable phone and dumped it in the trash can before returning to  the restaurant.

He needed to find Valerie before someone else did.

Noise and light hit him like a blast as the door shut behind him with a soft thunk. He stopped and searched the tables and the bar for her.

“Hello.” The hostess gave him an inviting smile. “Back for more already?”

“Just looking for someone.” He walked past her, ignoring her disappointed frown, and headed for the corridor to the restrooms. It wouldn’t take long for the cops to arrive, and he wanted to be out of here—with Valerie—before that happened.

At the door to the ladies’ restroom, he paused to listen. No talking, no water running, no noise. Pushing open the swinging door, he peeked inside. His target sat on an upholstered bench in a small anteroom where women could check their makeup or change a baby diaper. She didn’t look up at first, just stared at the tile, kneading her long, thin fingers.

He stepped inside. “Valerie.”

Her head snapped up and her eyes widened as she pressed her back to the wall. 

A quick check of the stalls showed the bathroom was empty. Removing his baseball cap, he ran a hand through his hair, feeling the still unfamiliar beard as he returned to stand in front of her. “It’s Scott Kramer. From Aggressor.” As if that would make her feel safer.

She covered her mouth with a shaky hand as she scrutinized him, recognition dawning in her eyes. “How’d you find me?” she asked, her voice tight and breathy.

“I never lost you. I’ve been following you since four days before you ran.”

Her jaw slackened and she looked away, clearly absorbing that revelation. Funny how even hackers bristled when their privacy was invaded. Too bad he didn’t feel like laughing right now.

“Look.” He stepped closer and she shrank further into herself. “I know you probably don’t trust me, but we need to get out of here.” He ignored her wary expression and pressed on. “You’re not safe anymore.”

Her eyebrows knit. “What do you mean?” She held his gaze, as if looking for something. He’d never noticed the streaks of gold and green in her eyes before.

Moron. He crossed his arms and took a deep breath to break the bad news.

“Suresh is dead.”




















CHAPTER FIVE




Zachari, CA

Sunday, 6:10 p.m.




THE SCRUFFY VERSION OF SCOTT dressed in a Black Keys concert T-shirt, tan cargo shorts, and running shoes crouched in front of Valerie. She was still reeling from his sudden—and definitely unexpected—appearance, when his words registered.

Suresh is dead.

She shook her head. “But I just saw him… What happened?”

“Someone shot him in the parking lot.”

Oh, God. Her heart stopped, just hung for a full beat, a painful, useless lump of clay in her chest. Duncan wasn’t playing around. She took a shuddering breath and squeezed her eyes shut.

 Poor, sweet, brilliant Jay. How could he be dead?

She met Scott’s gaze, the deep blue eyes she’d daydreamed about. He’d never looked at her with adoration, had never really noticed her before she got into this mess. Now he stared back, his gaze hard and flat with no reassurance.

He might not want her dead, but he didn’t like her. Scott had been following her, and now Jay was—

Anger burned through her like a wildfire on dry grass. “This is your fault, then.” She wanted to shove him away, beat at him, kick and scream. “You told Duncan where to find us.”

Frowning, he said, “Yes, but I never expected this. It was one of the feds…”

He didn’t even try to deny it. Her gut tightened. Was there a single man in her life other than her sweet dad who hadn’t betrayed her? Ever?

Scott held out a hand. His fingers were long and lean, his palm callused. “We can talk more later. I just called the police, so we need to get out of here before they arrive.”

Valerie didn’t move. Could she trust him? All she had was his word. For all she knew, he’d killed Jay. Or maybe Jay wasn’t dead at all. Hope made her heart leap, but Scott’s expression gave her little room for it.

“I didn’t do it.” His hand dropped and he gave her some space. “I’m not a fan of either of you, but I’m not…” He scoffed and shook his head. “Okay, technically, I am a killer. But I swear to God, Valerie, right now I’m trying to save your life.”

I am a killer.

She shivered. She’d known that. Duncan might have kept her out of the field, but she knew what men like Scott did when they were on a mission. She admired their discipline, their unshakeable confidence in their physical abilities, and their straightforward nature.

But having all those qualities focused in her direction was…unnerving.

Sirens punctured the noise of the bar outside the bathroom door. As a fugitive who’d left behind two dead FBI agents, what choice did she have? Better the devil she knew, right? If he’d wanted to kill her, he could have done the job right here in the bathroom with no witnesses.

She hitched her oversized purse up her shoulder and took Scott’s warm, rough hand, letting him pull her to stand on shaky legs. It didn’t matter if she trusted him or not. He’d caught her—had apparently been following her from the very beginning—and she had little chance of escaping now without getting hurt. Better to go with him and wait for an opportunity to run.

She had to regroup anyway. Her entire plan had hinged on finding Jay and convincing him to testify. Without him, she had nothing.

Scott released her, cracking the door to check the corridor before pulling it wide enough for them to leave. Conversations, laughter, and the sounds of football commentary swarmed around them, along with the scent of charred burgers, onion rings, and stale beer. From outside, the approaching sirens cut through the jovial din.

“This way.” He gripped her hand again, pulling her down the hall toward the back of the building.

As if she needed more proof that her life sucked, the one man she’d wanted so desperately to notice her finally had. And he thought she was everything he fought against.

And maybe wanted her dead.

She pushed aside her petty disappointments, ignored the sense of violation that sliced through her at learning she’d been followed for weeks, buried the horror of Jay being dead not fifty yards away—as much as she could—and followed Scott into the kitchen.

Life was a string of bad shit. She’d had a good run for a few years, but she should have known it was only a matter of time before she crashed.

Fryers beeped, pots clanged, and short-order cooks glanced up with surprise on their faces, but no one bothered to stop them. Most of them probably didn’t speak much English. Scott led the way past the stock room and a small break room, and leaned on the push-bar for a green metal door that had been propped open with a floor mat.

Cool, moist air thick with the stench of rotting garbage and fry grease enveloped them as they entered the alley. A light over the door illuminated liquor boxes and kegs and broken glass scattered along the base of the brick wall.

Scott faced her, still holding her hand as if afraid she’d run if he let go. “We’re going to walk down the alley to Canejo Boulevard and then cross over to Sugar Beach.”

“Okay.” She let him keep her hand.

His grip tightened, but he kept their pace casual as the sirens stopped on the other side of the building and blue lights flashed off the alley wall.

Blue lights meant cops. Here because Jay was dead.

Why hadn’t she followed him outside? They’d been friends and partners for three years. Together, they’d defeated every computer system thrown at them, much to the chagrin of many government agencies, contractors, and a few terrorist groups. Of course, she and Jay were the good guys. They broke into systems in order to find security holes before the black hats did.

And with enough time, they always found a hole. Often all it took to break in was a little social engineering to get someone on the inside to reveal key information.

That had been Valerie’s strong suit. Despite being an introvert, she had a knack for getting people to believe her con. Maybe being a woman made her seem less like a potential threat, but whatever the reason, whenever she asked someone to open an email attachment to make sure it had come through okay, they always did. They even trusted her when she told them she was calling from their IT department and needed to reset their password.

Jay had been better at writing malicious code to break through barriers on the networks and hide their tracks so they didn’t set off alarms.

And now he was…gone.

Her throat tightened painfully. Tonight, he’d been so scared. Was his death her fault? If she hadn’t come to Zachari would he be safe? Either way, she was next on the hit list. She’d led Duncan right to him, so there was no need to keep her alive.

Valerie’s stomach clenched. Before she could even step to the side, she lost her dinner right there in front of God and Scott.

“Jesus.” He jumped back and released his hold.

She rested her hands on her knees and coughed. Dry heaves hijacked her body and she fought for breath. And right on cue, tears threatened and her nose started running.

Great. Bad enough that Scott thought she was on a par with CIA traitor Aldrich Ames, but now he was seeing her at her physical low too. Well, at least she hadn’t splattered her shoes.

An irrational laugh built in her throat.

Digging through her purse, she located a tissue and wiped her face, and then unwrapped a breath mint.

Finally looking up, she caught Scott staring at her with a mix of distaste and pity. “You okay?”

No. She nodded and started walking toward Canejo. She’d probably never be okay again. Not at the rate things were going.

“Why are you helping me?” she asked.

“Because I’m not sure who to trust right now,” Scott said. “And even if you’re guilty, I don’t want you to end up like your partner.” He appeared sincere—and she usually trusted her ability to read people—but if he’d been following her since early November, he’d already played her for a fool.

“That morning I ran into you in the parking lot at work wasn’t a coincidence, was it?”

His lips flattened but he remained otherwise stony-faced. “No.”

If possible, her heart shriveled even more.

They reached the two-lane road within minutes and crossed over to the shopping village that lined the Sugar Beach boardwalk. She used the bathroom under Scott’s watchful eye to wash her face and brush her teeth. Good thing she carried everything important in her purse.

A girl on the run always had to be ready.

He guided her down to the sand with a hand at her back, and pointed her away from the crowds. Waves thundered against the shore, illuminated by the lights on the pier and along the boardwalk. Her flip-flops threw sand against the back of her ankles as she walked, prickling like biting ants.

As they neared the water, the breeze strengthened, whipping her hair into her eyes like the blades of a blender. Facing the waves, she stopped and found a stretchy band in her bag, and then trapped her wild hair into a makeshift bun.

“Where are we going?” she asked.

“Somewhere we can lay low until I figure out what to do with you.”

She wanted to hit him with a witty comeback to show him she wasn’t afraid, but words failed her. Letting him take her hand again, she followed him into the darkness.




After giving her a moment to clean up in the cement-block public restroom next to the boardwalk, Scott prodded Valerie down the beach until they reached a small cluster of gnarly live oak trees that provided some buffer from the stiff breeze and kept them relatively hidden from view. The only light came from the nearby pier and the waxing moon.

Right now, the police were looking for the man who’d killed Jay, but at some point they’d probably realize Valerie had been at the bar. Then the manhunt—or woman-hunt—would be on.

If Scott were smart he’d turn her in, but after seeing a fed take out Suresh, he didn’t know who to trust. Dammit, he needed to think first.

Would the police expect her to stick around town or flee?

Scott wanted to get the hell out of Zachari, but for that they needed wheels. His van was safe, parked down the street from Good Old Days, but they couldn’t go near it until the police were done with the crime scene. The beach was as good a place to hang as any until he came up with a plan.

Valerie sat on a low branch and dug through her bag. She was like Mary freaking Poppins, pulling out one thing after another. Toothbrush, breath mints, tissues. What else did she have in there?

Shit. What kind of idiot didn’t search his captive’s bag for weapons? In fact, he hadn’t patted her down either. He knew better than to trust her just because she didn’t look like a threat. In Afghanistan, anyone might be gunning for you. Young woman, old woman, child. Didn’t matter.

“Let me see your purse,” he said, holding out a hand and wagging his fingers.

Startled, she removed her hands and looked up. For a second he thought she was going to ignore his command, but then she held it out by the thick strap, her arm trembling.

Hell, he might not trust her, but he didn’t want to scare her. Not too much. He needed her compliant but not paralyzed.

Keeping her in his peripheral vision, he meticulously went through every pocket of her mammoth tote bag, even checking the lining for hidden items. Valerie Sanchez was a woman ready to run. In addition to basic toiletries and feminine products, she also carried two clean pairs of white cotton bikini underwear, a spare T-shirt, individual packets of green tea, three granola bars, two thousand dollars in cash, and an unopened throwaway phone.

No birth control pills, no condoms.

So she hadn’t been looking to hook up with Suresh. Not that Scott cared. He handed the bag back to her. “Stand up. I need to check you for weapons.”

She set her purse on the tree limb and stood. No doubt she found his commanding tone unnecessarily barbaric, but there was little point in pretending that theirs was a friendly relationship. He needed to reestablish an emotional distance.

Pushing aside his appreciation for her body, he ran the backs of his fingers along her shoulders, down around the edges of her bra, and in between her breasts, checking to make sure she hadn’t hidden a knife or small pistol in her generous cleavage.

She stiffened.

“Sorry.” He couldn’t help but apologize. Some things died hard.

She kept her gaze trained on the sand.

Quickly, but thoroughly, he violated every inch of her privacy until he was certain she wasn’t armed. Christ, she was the criminal here, so why did he feel like the asshole right now? Goddamned fool.

Valerie resumed her perch on the wide branch and hugged her waist, refusing to meet his gaze. “Why didn’t you leave me for the police?”

“I didn’t think you were safe. It seems likely that whoever wanted Jay dead was using you to find him. With that accomplished, you might be next on the list.” Mainly, though, he’d been going by his gut. “Besides, the last guys who tried to arrest you are pushing up daisies. I’d prefer to avoid a repeat.”

She looked away, scrunching her face in distaste.

“Look, whoever got to Suresh…” Something clicked in his brain like a chambered round.

Valerie couldn’t have killed Suresh herself, but that didn’t mean she hadn’t called in someone else to do it once she found him. With her partner out of the picture, she could take his share of the money. If she was guilty of treason, murder wasn’t such a stretch.

Fuck. 

The idea had merit. And yet… The woman had puked, for God’s sake. Unless she was sick with remorse, he wasn’t buying her as a killer. Sure, she was an accomplished con artist, an expert liar. But, thanks to his dad—aka The Dick—Scott knew how to read people.

Everything from Valerie’s micro-expressions to her posture had been consistent, from the moment he’d started watching her for Hollowell. Not once had she shown even a hint of duplicity.

But that only made him doubt his skills. He needed time to sort things out in his head, because suddenly the instincts he’d trusted for so long were in question.

“What did you do with your phone?” he asked her.

Her dark brows came together and she tilted her head. “What phone?” She gestured to her bag. “I only have the burner for an emergency. I haven’t even taken it out yet.”

“You didn’t have a cell phone in the bar?”

“I haven’t used one since I tossed my iPhone in a dumpster at a strip mall in Manassas. I didn’t want to be traceable.” She snickered. “If I’d only known…”

At least his stalking skills were still unimpeachable. “How did you know Suresh would be at the pub?”

“I didn’t.” Her gaze sharpened on his face. “Why?”

Scott half shrugged. “He didn’t look happy to see you, so it wasn’t a planned meeting. I’m wondering how you found him.”

“Luck and guesswork.” She sighed and chewed her lower lip. “He talked about Zachari once at a holiday party after drinking too much. The name stuck with me. I’ve been driving around randomly hoping to run into him since I got here. Then I saw a banner for Sunday Night Football.”

Her fingers toyed with a loose thread on the hem of her shirt. “Jay was a huge Cowboys fan. He always preferred to watch the games at a sports bar, so I figured it was worth a try.” She blinked several times and hugged her knees, staring unseeing down the beach. “Now I wish I hadn’t.”

She appeared sincere. Was she that good of an actress?

“I’m sorry about your friend,” Scott said, trying not to picture the guy’s dead stare and bloodied face. He’d seen death too many times to count—delivered it plenty of times—but that didn’t mean he liked it.

Valerie’s eyes were dull. “If you didn’t kill Jay, who did?”

Guess the lack of trust went both ways. And if she didn’t do it, Scott being the culprit made a lot of sense from her standpoint. After all, why would Hollowell have Scott follow her to find Jay and then use someone else as a killer?

Jesus, everything had gone fucking catawampus.

“It was one of the feds. I saw his face clear as day under the streetlight.”

She raised her eyebrows at his words, but he was certain the man with the gun had been Hurley. He’d even been wearing the same ugly deck shoes.

“Have they been following me too?”

He nodded.

She absorbed that for a moment. “You think the shooter wanted revenge for the agents who were killed?”

Scott sighed. “Hell if I know.” Nothing made sense right now.

“But if you all knew where I was, and someone wanted revenge, why not take me out? I was the one with the agents, not Jay. Their deaths were my fault.”

“Maybe Hurley planned to come for you next. I sure as fuck wasn’t going to wait around to find out.”

Valerie hugged herself tighter. “Why didn’t they arrest me back in Virginia?”

“They were hoping you’d lead them to your buyer.”

“I would believe that if I had a buyer. But since I don’t, it doesn’t work.”

Yeah, right. “Based on your boss’s evidence, the FBI thinks you do.”

“Hollowell knows I’m not guilty,” she said, her voice hard as flint.

“How?”

“Because he’s the one who set me up.” Her eyebrows lifted. “And I’d bet he’s doing the same thing to you.”

“What makes you say that?”

“I find Jay, and then he turns up dead. You and I were both at the bar. Makes sense that one of us did it.” She watched him expectantly.

“Or that we did it together.” Was that Hollowell’s game? Had he maneuvered Scott into taking the fall as Valerie’s accomplice? After all, she’d been saved by a sniper in the shootout with the FBI. And he’d been there too. Without his rifle, but still there. He’d even run through the parking lot for everyone to see. Dread rolled through his stomach like a rogue wave. “Son of a bitch.”




















CHAPTER SIX




Zachari, CA

Sunday, 7 p.m.




SCOTT HAD THE STUNNED LOOK of a man who’d been hit with a two-by-four. She could almost see his mind spinning as he questioned everything he knew about his role in her “escape.”

Welcome to her world.

He hadn’t deserved to get dragged into this, but there wasn’t much she could do for him even if he was a pawn. He was still trying to decide if he could trust her, and she was trying to figure out how to beat her boss when she was only now catching on to the complexity—and thoroughness—of Duncan’s plan. She’d played right into his trap.

What did he expect her to do next? What could she do instead? And where did Scott fit in? Until he made up his mind about her—and she, him—he was a wild card. She needed to keep up her guard.

“As much as I’d like to explore that more,” Scott finally said, “I think we need to get off the beach, off the streets, and find a place to lay low where we can keep an eye on the news.”

“Won’t the cops be searching the hotels? Especially the sleazy, cash-only ones.”

He pushed up his cap and rubbed his forehead. “Maybe.” Pulling the hat down again, he said, “You’re probably not even on the cops’ radar yet, but once they figure out who Suresh…was, you will be.”

That familiar pain sliced at her chest. Jay. She took a deep breath and imagined her sorrow as a black square. She squished it up really small, shoved it into an imaginary jar, and screwed the lid on tight. That jar in her head held some doozies, and if it ever broke, she’d probably end up on the floor as a puddle of goo.

“If I check us in,” Scott said, “we should be okay. They won’t be looking for me.”

“You were there too. And you called it in.”

He nodded. “Yeah, but I haven’t been on the news. Who would recognize me?”

“You’re assuming Duncan won’t tell the police you’re part of this.” Clearly, Scott was still struggling to believe the man who’d funded his paycheck would implicate him.

“That would put him under scrutiny too,” he said.

“Yeah, but there’s no need to consider him a suspect when I’ve been the perfect patsy. The fact that you still think I might have done this just proves how well I played into Duncan’s hands. And so have you.”

Scott cut her off with a sharp jerk of his chin. “Enough. Let’s table this until we have something more than speculation.”

She clamped her mouth shut. It was easy to forget that his unassuming surfer boy exterior concealed a dangerous man.

“Let’s go,” he said, waving her to standing. “There’s a hotel a few blocks down that should work for tonight. Tomorrow we’ll get my van if the area’s clear.”

“Do I have a choice?” She held her chin high and looked him in the eye.

He stared back, his expression giving away nothing. “You chose to trust me before. Has something changed?”

“Then, it was either you or the cops. Now that I’m free of the sports bar, why shouldn’t I take off on my own?” She stood and crossed her arms. “For all I know, you’re planning to give me up to Duncan.”

“If I give you up to anyone, it’ll be the police.”

Her laugh came out low and bitter. “And that’s supposed to make me feel better?”

He held her gaze. “Look, I agree something’s fucked up about this whole scenario. Until we figure it out, I’m not inclined to hand you over to your boss or the cops.” Leaning in, his gorgeous blue eyes earnest as hell, he said, “I’m also not inclined to let you navigate this on your own. I can protect you.”

“And if you decide I’m guilty?”

“I’m a patriot, Valerie,” he said. No blink, no flinch, no apology. No further explanation necessary. If she had committed treason, he’d drop her on the feds’ doorstop and never look back.

Oddly enough, it was his candor that made her decision.

“Then I guess I’d better figure out how to prove I’m innocent.”




Twenty minutes later, Scott entered room 11 of the Waves Motel, which offered free color TV and FM radio—what a deal—unlimited adult movies, and three hours of rent for under thirty bucks. Exactly the kind of place the police would expect them to go for, and just as craptastic as one would imagine.

A faded pink tropical-print bedspread clashed with turquoise carpet riddled with bare patches and bleach spots. The room smelled like disinfectant and mold in equal measure.

Three light taps on the hotel room door caused him to abort his reluctant check of the bathroom, but the black stains around the edge of the tub had already convinced him a shower wasn’t in his best interest anyway. Maybe a combat wipe-down if the washcloths weren’t disgusting.

He checked through the viewer and opened the door to Valerie, stepping back so she could enter. “I wasn’t sure you’d show.”

“You have my money.” She swept inside, the faint floral scent of her shampoo hitting him straight in the gut.

The more time he spent with her, the more he believed she was innocent. Which made him…what? He’d basically stalked her for weeks. Not illegal—PIs did it all the time—but he still felt lower than a slug. His one justification had been her betrayal of the U.S. Without that, Scott had nothing. The more he learned, the more he believed his real purpose had been to make her appear guilty.

He swallowed past the bitter taste in his mouth and shut the door, fastening the rickety security chain.

Valerie made a beeline for the bathroom. A couple minutes later, she emerged, shaking her head. “This place is pretty gross, but the towels smell like bleach, so that’s something.”

Small favors.

She stood next to the queen-sized bed, holding her elbows, one hip cocked to the side to support the weight of her flowered bag. “I don’t suppose this place has WiFi.”

“Not free. I’m guessing that’s not usually a priority for pay-by-the-hour clients.”

Her gaze strayed to the bed, and she shuddered.

“We’d need a credit card to activate it. That’s a risk we can’t take.”

The flowered bag landed on the wobbly faux-wood nightstand with a light thud. “Not a problem,” she said. “I have a couple of Visa gift cards in my wallet for just such an occasion.” She started digging.

Hot damn. He studied her with renewed appreciation.

But maybe that meant she’d been planning this for months. He shook his head and turned to the large television perched precariously on a beat-up dresser missing its top drawer.

“Let’s hope this thing plays more than porn,” he muttered, pressing the power button. The screen sprang to life, showing a naked, muscular black man splayed on a couch, getting sucked off by an equally naked blonde. Her enormous tits jiggled back and forth with her enthusiastic efforts, and a second man behind her was—

Scott stabbed the channel button on the remote, rapidly scanning past the adult movies lineup. Thank God the TV was muted. Not that it kept his dick from taking notice. Fucking perfect. As if being in close quarters with Valerie wasn’t difficult enough. Especially now that he was starting to believe she might be the real victim.

Finally, he landed on a local evening news show giving their bottom-of-the-hour recap and turned up the sound. After a lead-in about some kind of scandal with the city council, the Barbie-like brunette got to the story Scott wanted.

“Police are investigating a murder at Good Old Days Bar and Grill on Harbor Drive tonight after a man was found dead in the parking lot. Rick Montoya has the details.”

Valerie’s footfalls approached from behind him, and Scott stepped aside to let her see the screen.

The view shifted to a dark-haired man standing across the street from the bar. He spouted what little they knew about the victim and the shooter. “Police are trying to track down the man who called in the attack. They’re also looking for this woman”—Valerie gasped as her picture appeared in the upper corner of the screen—“Valerie Sanchez, who’s wanted in connection with the murder of two federal agents in Virginia during her arrest on suspicion of espionage. Sanchez was seen arguing with the victim just moments before he left the restaurant.”

“Bastards,” she whispered with heat. Scott glanced at her. No tears, but her cheeks were flushed. “There was a small part of me that hoped…”

“I was lying?” he asked.

She nodded and sighed. “So, I guess I’m on the radar now. The kitchen staff saw us leaving together. It won’t be long before they’re looking for you too.”

“Guess I should ditch the hat.”

“And maybe shave,” she suggested.

“In this germ-infested hole?” He removed his ball cap and dropped it into a small metal trash bin. “No thanks.” Moving into the bathroom, he wet down his hat-plastered hair and splashed water on his face, watching it run down the rust-stained drain. Framed just so in his camera lens, the chipped porcelain might appear artsy, but in person the effect was ruined by the musty scent and peeling linoleum.

The limp white towel on the rack smelled of bleach, so he dried his face and hair, and snuck a peek at Valerie through the doorway.

The more he thought about it, the more he believed she was telling the truth. How much did he know about her employer, the man who’d hired Steele Security to watch her?

Kurt Steele, Scott’s boss, had done his due diligence on Aggressor and Hollowell. Both had good reputations, and Hollowell had friends in high places on Capitol Hill. But the thing with Suresh was not a mugging, not a random attack…

And Scott had told Hollowell where to find the guy not ten minutes before.

If he’d known someone had intended to take out Suresh, he would have—

What? What would he have done? Walked out on the job?

Bloodshot eyes stared back at him in the mirror. Hell, yes. Some would call him a hypocrite, but the targets he’d eliminated in the line of duty—or working for Steele—had been clear threats to innocent lives or his teammates. He’d take them out again in a heartbeat. No thought required.

But how had Suresh been a threat?

If Suresh’s story gave credence to Hollowell’s assertion that Valerie and Suresh were working together—or even proved that Valerie had been working on her own—then the old man needed him alive. Should have been desperate for his testimony. Killing the other hacker only made sense if he was a risk to Hollowell and/or Aggressor.

Fuck me. Scott rubbed both hands down his face. 

He finger-combed his hair and flipped off the bathroom light. Valerie had pulled back the bedcovers to expose threadbare-but-clean sheets and sat against the headboard with her computer in her lap.

“Any luck with the WiFi?”

“I’m in,” she said, without looking up.

“If you start digging into shit, won’t someone be able to track our location?”

She gave him a patronizing smile. “Uh, hacker. Remember?”

He gave her his best “unimpressed” look.

Rolling her eyes, she said, “I’m using a special browser that runs my traffic through multiple layers of anonymous servers. And a few other tricks. You want more details?”

If her sparkling eyes were any indication, she was enjoying having the upper hand for a change. The combination of that look and her being in a bed made it hard for Scott to focus.

At least she hadn’t started rattling off a bunch of computer jargon. That might have helped cool his libido, but he didn’t want a reminder that compared to her, he was a dimwit.

He shook his head. “I’d like to hear your side of the story.”

She glanced up in surprise. “Why now?”

Leaning against the wall—because he sure as hell wasn’t joining her on the bed, and there was no place else to settle—he crossed his arms and studied her. “Look, I’m not some unthinking pawn for your boss. And I don’t like being played. Right now, all I know is what he told me and what I’ve witnessed. It’s not all adding up, and I’d like to hear your version so I can make my own decision.”

She closed the lid on her laptop and held it with both hands. “You probably know my pa… my father was a hacker, right?”

“And that he went to jail.”

A shadow crossed her face.

“But you don’t have to start at childhood,” he said. “I’m asking about the last few weeks.”

Valerie stared at her bare feet. At some point after arriving in balmy southern California, she’d painted her toenails—and fingernails—an orangey pink that looked great against her light brown skin. Tasty, like a tropical fruit.

Head in the game, Kramer.

“I think he’s the reason I’m in this mess.”

“Explain.”

She crossed her ankles and rested her head against the wall. “Hollowell knew my background. I learned almost everything about hacking from my papá, and I helped him with his cons until my early teens. He went by DarkHand in his phreaking days, and there are still plenty of people out there who would recognize that handle. He was a bit of a legend,” she said, with a mixture of distaste and reverence.

“Freaking?”

“Phreaking with a P-H. Phreakers cracked the phone networks, mostly to make free long-distance calls. Anyway, who better for a scapegoat than the girl whose dad is a famous black hat hacker in jail for running a massive credit card fraud site, among other things? I’m the obvious choice.”

She was right. If Hollowell—or someone else—had set her up, she was the perfect scapegoat.

“I’ve been following you for nearly a month. Let’s cover that time frame.”

She looked away with a frown. “I can’t believe I didn’t notice.”

He cocked his head to the side. “I’m good at my job.”

“Were you ever inside my apartment?” Her voice rose, thin and tight as she met his gaze again. “Or my house here?”

“No.” If he wanted her trust and honesty, he had to give it. “I did go through your trash.”

“Why?” Her nose wrinkled.

“Looking for clues about your plans. Trying to figure out who you were working for.”

She shivered. “I still feel violated.”

What could he say to that? He had absolutely invaded her privacy. Still, he wasn’t going to apologize. If she was guilty, he had no regrets. And if she wasn’t, he couldn’t change the past.

“Were you really a Marine, or was that just part of your cover story?”

He nodded. “I was a scout sniper. Scott Kramer is my real name, but I don’t work at Aggressor. That was my cover. I work for Steele Security, a contractor in Arlington. Hollowell hired me specifically to follow you.”

Valerie shook her head slowly and stared unseeing at the tacky wood paneling on the far wall. “I can’t believe he went to all of this trouble. And those poor FBI agents and Jay…” Tears shimmered in her pretty brown eyes. “There must be some serious money at stake.”

Either she was a stellar actress, or she was actually innocent. Although, considering her background running scams with her father—what kind of nutcase would call himself DarkHand, for Christ’s sake?—she might just be snowing Scott completely. “For the kind of information we’re talking about, hell yeah.”

She sighed. “He seemed like such a patriot. I mean, he started Aggressor after he left the army because he wanted to keep fighting in any way he could. I’d like to think money wouldn’t be enough to sway him.”

“Maybe it wasn’t.” Her attitude toward money gelled with his impression of her from the start. But that proved nothing. “Blackmail and extortion are pretty effective too.” But they were getting too far off track.

“The part that I can’t get past is your rescue,” he said. “Two good men are dead because someone wanted you to run. That’s pretty damning.”

Her jaw tensed. “I agree, but I have no idea who would have done it.”

“Your buyers would have a vested interest in your escape. At least until they got what they were looking for.”

“If I had buyers.” She let loose a long sigh and dropped her head into her palms. Was he imagining the slight tremble in her shoulders? “How do you know the sniper wasn’t trying to kill me too?” she asked, her voice muffled.

“Because he didn’t. You were wide open, and none of his bullets even came close.”

Her head lifted and she nailed him with her solemn brown eyes. “You were there?”

“Yeah.”

Recognition dawned on her face. “Green Parka. I thought you were another attacker.”

He nodded, ignoring the pulse of regret in his chest. He’d run flat out, but he hadn’t been fast enough to save the agents.

“So, by helping me escape,” she said, “the shooter made me look guilty. As if someone outside the law needed me alive.”

“However it went down, it definitely made you appear guilty.” If she was innocent, her escape from the FBI also deflected suspicion away from whoever actually stole the files. “Tell me about your offshore account.”

“I don’t have one.”

“Okay.” Scott had taken the old man at his word. There’d been no reason not to believe him. But could he believe her?

“Besides, if I did, no one would be able trace it back to me.”

He didn’t understand her world and what she was capable of, so she could be bluffing, but her assertion seemed plausible. If she could hack into Westgate Defense Systems, surely she could work some sleight of hand with a bank in the Caribbean.

Then again, criminals never expected to get caught. Sometimes they got cocky and did stupid shit.

“If the audit team didn’t find an offshore account, then what triggered Hollowell to have you followed?” Scott asked.

“I discovered that someone had been compromising our past clients using the same vulnerabilities I’d already identified. I told Duncan I thought someone was intercepting my reports, maybe leaving out one of the potential security holes so they could access it later.” She dropped her head to her knees. “That was my first mistake. As soon as he knew I was onto him, he must have put his plan in motion. It wasn’t until the next day that I found out our so-called clients had never actually hired Aggressor at all. I’d been working on bogus accounts all along, digging myself in deeper with every job.”

She punched the bed. “He had us illegally cracking accounts without even knowing it, and since Jay and I never dealt directly with the clients, we were none the wiser. I worked so hard to go legit and now…”

Scott rubbed his forehead with two fingers. The Aggressor job had sounded like such a sweet gig—shadow a quiet hacker chick for a few weeks and keep his stalking skills sharp—but now? Total clusterfuck. “So you’re the perfect fall guy because of your history.”

She nodded. “And I’m thinking you’re perfect because of yours.”

“You mean as a sniper?”

She frowned and pointed to the TV screen, which displayed his passport photo, in which he was clean-cut and clean-shaven and about a million years younger. 

He strode forward and jabbed the volume UP button. 

“…that Kramer, a security specialist from Virginia, might be working with Sanchez,” the man-on-the-scene reporter said. “The former Marine sniper is wanted for questioning in the death of the two FBI agents who were killed when Sanchez escaped their custody. Police are assuming the pair is armed and dangerous. Central Coast residents are cautioned—”

“A sniper shot the FBI agents,” Valerie said, talking over the reporter. “You were in the area. You’re a sniper. Now you’re here with me. Who wouldn’t think you’re guilty?”




















CHAPTER SEVEN




Zachari, CA

Sunday, 7:45 p.m.




“MOTHER FUCKER,” SCOTT SAID, HIS face turning several shades of red. “It crossed my mind, but I didn’t really think…”

He might have been stalking Valerie for weeks—which still totally creeped her out—but she understood his anger. Surprisingly, he didn’t pace or stomp around wild-eyed, he merely let out a long, slow breath and swore again.

“Hollowell’s plan was brilliant,” Scott said. “He brings me in to watch you, which casts you in suspicion immediately. He invents an offshore account, which Kurt and I don’t question, because why would we? He’s the client with a corporation at risk, not you. We have no reason to suspect his motives. He tells me he doesn’t want to fire you or take you off the Westgate account because you might be innocent, and he can’t afford any delays. Good hackers are hard to find.”

Valerie’s stomach clenched. Duncan’s appalling duplicity cut her to the bone. “I always thought he was a pretty good boss. Friendly, fair. No micromanaging, even when something took longer than expected.”

“His patience with the Westgate account was probably limitless,” Scott pointed out. “He wanted in at any cost.”

Her body sagged under the weight of the older man’s betrayal. Duncan might not have committed the murders himself, but he was directly responsible for three deaths. At least.

Scott turned off the TV and faced Valerie. “I believe you.”

“Just like that?”

“No, not just like that. I was heading in that direction already, but this seals it.” He waved toward the blank television. “That fucker threw me under the bus. Without Hollowell, the police wouldn’t even know to look for me.”

“You said your van is parked down the street from the restaurant. It’s possible that’s how they made the connection.” Her voice betrayed her doubt.

“I bought it off a guy at the beach but never registered it in my name. There’s no link.”

Well, then.

“I’m sorry you got dragged into this too.” How many lives had she managed to ruin in some way in her twenty-eight years on Earth? And yet a selfish part of her was glad to finally have his trust. She could use an ally about now. They both could.

His short nod dismissed her remorse as he resumed his perch against the wall, crossing his arms in a way that emphasized his nicely sculpted biceps. “Hollowell probably didn’t waste any time getting the files he wanted from Westgate. With Suresh out of the picture, you and I are loose ends.”

She swallowed against the panic that burned its way up her throat. “There has to be a way to get out of this. To prove that we’ve been framed.”

“You’re a smart woman. Between the two of us, we’ll figure out something.”

His praise and confidence were the verbal equivalent of a bubble bath, soothing her battered nerves. Maybe a partner on the run was a good thing, even if it was the man who’d been following her covertly for weeks.

She bit her lower lip. Not entirely his fault.

“Guess I’m keeping this thing,” he said, rubbing his beard with a scowl. “If I shave, I’ll look too much like that old photo.”

How did he do that? He was pure beauty from his straight nose and high cheekbones to his golden brows, but it was his complete lack of expression that triggered her amazement. How did he take the hit and move on as if his life hadn’t been completely upended, maybe destroyed?

He met her gaze and waved a hand to encompass her body from head to toe, apparently oblivious to her scrutiny. “The bangs help, and your clothes too, but would you consider a new hair color?”

A small part of her warmed at his appraisal. He’d noticed her mini makeover. Then again, he was trained in observation. “If it means getting out of this godawful place, I’ll go green.”

He actually smiled, sending her stomach on a downward spiral. “That’s not exactly blending, even in California.”

She gave him an answering grin, the act alone improving her mood despite their troubles. “Blond it is. Or as blond as I can go with one treatment.”

Scott nodded, sobering. “Being able to move freely is a start, but we’re going to need funds. And wheels. We can’t stay here. The front desk clerk might recognize me from check-in if he sees the news.” He slid a thin wallet from his front pocket and flipped it open to check the contents. “I can withdraw some cash from the ATM, but once I do, we’ll have to move.”

Giving her a sideways glance, he said, “Unless you want to split up.” He broke eye contact and tucked away his wallet. “The police seem to be looking for us as a couple now.”

Her heart hit bottom. “Do you want me to leave?”

“No.” His gaze was steady. “I think we can help each other, but I wouldn’t blame you for wanting to go it alone.” Without giving away anything in his voice or expression, he said, “Your choice.”

Something warm curled through her, despite knowing that his declaration had nothing to do with attraction and everything to do with being chased by every law enforcement agency in the country. “I think we have a better chance together.”

Scott simply nodded.

“And money’s not a problem,” she said. “We just need to get to it.”




At two the next morning, Scott didn’t even try to hide his awe from Valerie as she removed a large black bag from a reserved locker at a 24-hour gym about a mile from the hotel. She’d helped him contact his mom and Kurt to profess his innocence using an anonymous Internet telegram service—to avoid the possibility of tapped phones—and they’d thrown around ideas for what to do next.

Step one, grab her money. Step two, get his van back. Step three, head toward D.C., putting as much distance between them and Zachari as possible before stopping somewhere with WiFi so she could start setting her traps for Hollowell’s family and friends, and the employees at Aggressor.

The money was a fan-freaking-tastic start. “I can’t believe you set up a cache.” As if he’d needed more evidence that she was his kind of woman. Pretty, intelligent, great rack, knew how to take care of herself… And absolutely not an option for him. “Where’d you learn to do that?”

One elegant shoulder lifted. “It seemed like a good idea in case something exactly like this happened.”

“Fucking brilliant,” he said, keeping his awareness on their surroundings out of habit.

The place had that underlying odor of sweat, disinfectant, and mildew that seemed to permeate even the cleanest gyms. More importantly, the large open space filled with cardio and weight equipment was deserted. And he’d determined that the cameras—blinking red lights and all—were merely for show.

Bad for security. Good for them.

They’d walked to the gym in the dark—making a quick stop at an all-night drugstore along the way—holding hands like any other couple leaving a bar after last call, except sober in every way. Afterward, he’d been more reluctant to let go of her than he wanted to admit. He could still feel her small hand wrapped in his and the tingle of awareness that had spread up to his shoulder. He resisted the urge to rub his arm.

Valerie acknowledged his compliment with a quick smile and a little duck of her head, as if unsure how to handle his praise.

“Whatcha got?” He gestured to the duffle.

She unzipped the bag, holding the sides apart so he could see in. “Five thousand in small bills, a change of clothing, and another pay-as-you-go cell phone.”

“Holy shit.” He riffled through the contents. “No fake ID?” A guy could hope.

“Sorry, I wasn’t that prepared.” Stepping back, she said, “Want to check for weapons?”

He sighed. “Valerie…”

She gave him a cheeky grin. Even lit by the ugly fluorescent fixtures overhead, her unexpectedly carefree smile took his breath away. He itched for his camera. 

“Relax,” she said, waving away his discomfort. “It’s fine. You had every right to be suspicious.”

“Yeah.” Nothing to apologize for. He’d been protecting himself.

She palmed the box of hair dye they’d picked up on the way over. The package advertised that it was specifically formulated for dark hair and would lighten it up to four shades. “Wish me luck.”

“Worst case, it comes out green.”

Her quiet laugh raised his spirits and relieved some of the tension in her face. “Perfect then.”

He turned his back as she entered the women’s locker room with the dye and the change of clothes.

When she emerged forty-five minutes later, the difference in her appearance was striking. Not extreme enough to draw attention, but enough to make her anonymous. Especially with her pretty brown eyes lined in black. She’d also changed into a plain gray T-shirt, blue jeans, and running shoes.

He was going to miss her pink toes.

“What do you think?” she asked, touching her dark blond hair tentatively with her fingertips.

Gorgeous. Her natural color was better, but still… “Perfect. I’m not even sure I’d recognize you.”

Her shoulders relaxed.

Scott turned back to the empty room. “Ready?”

It took them another hour to trek to the neighborhood around the corner from Good Old Days. The area near the bar was quiet and dark with yellow crime scene tape flapping in the breeze under the streetlights.

The techs and detectives appeared long gone, but just in case, they were proceeding with caution. Scott’s van sat on the street with a dozen other cars, parked in front of a four-story apartment building that needed new stucco.

He and Valerie approached from the alley, walked in the back door of the building, through the small lobby, and exited onto the dark street as if they were residents. With his floppy, sun-bleached hair, and two weeks’ growth on his face, he could be any surfer on the coast.

Inside the van, he tossed her bigger bag behind the seats and buckled in. “Ready?” he asked, keeping his grip light on the steering wheel. Every time he glanced at her he was jolted by her new look.

“As I can be.” She put on her seatbelt, and then dug through her bag until she found a stretchy hairband to tie her hair back into a low ponytail. “There’s only so much I can accomplish online. Aggressor is locked down tight. Sooner or later, we need to be in Duncan’s backyard to take him down.”

Scott nodded and started the engine, opening a can of Mountain Dew—another drugstore purchase—for the road.

“How about we aim for Phoenix?” He pulled onto the street, heading for 101 South. “We can follow I-10 all the way to Mississippi.”

“I’d rather take 40,” she said.

Scott entered the freeway and got the rattling van up to speed. “We run the risk of hitting snow or freezing rain between Albuquerque and Little Rock that way.”

“Yeah, but we’d skip most of Texas.”

He almost smiled at her grouchy tone. “You got something against Texas in particular, or did you desperately want to see Oklahoma City?”

Her lips didn’t even twitch. “I have a lot of things against Texas in particular.”

“Like what?”

She stared out her window. “Doesn’t matter,” she said, her voice flat. “I’ll deal.”

“Okay.” She didn’t want to share? Fine with him. The less tangled up he got with her the better. Even if he couldn’t stop imagining being tangled up with her naked.

Getting to know her meant developing a relationship, and he didn’t do relationships.

When he didn’t press for details, she closed her eyes. Within minutes, she was sound asleep, her head against the glass, lips parted. He hadn’t seen her that relaxed…ever. He pounded his sweet caffeine and tried not to be mesmerized by the nearly empty road as lane markings flashed by in rhythm.

Ninety minutes later, while they were skimming along the northern edge of Los Angeles on I-210, Scott turned in to a gas station.

Valerie stirred, blinking against the bright overhead lighting as she stretched her arms up and back, pulling her cotton T-shirt tight across her breasts. “Where are we?”

He averted his eyes and removed the key from the ignition. “Pasadena. The van needs gas, and I have to hit the head.”

“If that means use the bathroom, then me too.”

He opened his door, keeping his face down, out of direct line of sight from any overhead cameras. “Hang tight while I pump gas. I think we should go inside together.”

She glanced at the mini-mart, its windows plastered with cigarette and beer sale signs. “Okay.”

Five minutes later, Valerie exited the bathroom at the far corner of the dingy shop and wrinkled her nose. “It’s not pretty, but the plumbing works and it has TP.” She wiped her hands on her jeans. “No more paper towel, though.”

Scott glanced at the cashier with his slicked-back white hair and tattoo-covered arms. He didn’t like the look in the older man’s eyes as his gaze followed her movements. “I’ll be out in one minute.” Or less. “Do you want to pick out snacks? I’m easy.”

She nodded.

“Stay alert.”

“I’ll be fine.” Adjusting the fake glasses she’d purchased at the drugstore to sit higher on her nose, she strode past him toward the chips.




















CHAPTER EIGHT




Pasadena, CA

Monday, 3:45 a.m.




WHILE SCOTT WAS IN THE restroom, two men entered the store. Valerie moved out of sight behind the rack of Fritos and beef jerky, peeking between a gap in the shelves. The fewer people who saw her and Scott the better. Plus, these guys gave off a bad vibe.

Or maybe she was being paranoid.

The short man had black hair, light brown skin, and a thin black mustache that traced his upper lip as if drawn with a Sharpie. He scratched his arm, his movements jerky as he started down the first aisle toward the refrigerated drinks, looking over his shoulder every few seconds.

Mustache’s partner had stringy blond hair hanging loose to his massive shoulders. He’d stuffed his football-player-gone-soft body into a blue letterman’s jacket with cracked leather sleeves. Hands in pockets, the aging jock strode directly to the counter and whispered tersely to the man wearing a red polo with the gas station logo on the breast.

The cashier’s eyes widened and he shook his head, stepping back. “Dude, I can’t open it. Only the manager.”

Oh, God. Seriously? Adrenaline flooded Valerie’s limbs, making her heart beat fast enough to explode. She bent low and ran on her toes toward the bathroom and around a rack of bug spray and flashlights, out of sight. There had to be a rear exit, right? But she couldn’t abandon Scott to these men. Besides, the van was parked at the pump. They knew someone else was here.

“You think I’m fuckin’ around, bitch?” Jock pointed a silver handgun at the ceiling and pulled the trigger. Bang!

Valerie screamed and dropped to the floor as debris rained onto the front counter. So much for keeping quiet.

“Yo!” Mustache called out, from her left, his voice shaky. “I found our witness.”

“Take care of it.”

She scrambled to her feet, twisted to avoid his grasp, and collided with the shelf. Pain seared her left forearm as bottles of Raid clanged to the floor along with her glasses. The man grabbed a handful of her shirt and yanked her back against his chest. “No.” She slammed her right elbow up into his chin.

He grunted, but pressed her closer, his hot hand on her left breast. “You want to play, chica?” he rasped into her ear, squeezing painfully. His breath smelled like stale beer and bubblegum.

She fought to turn, to slug him in the stomach, kick, bite, whatever she had to do to get his hands off her body.

Until he brandished a knife.

Valerie’s vision narrowed to the shiny blade. To the sickly light glinting off the steel, taunting her as the man waved it in her face.

“You gonna play hard to get?”

Every cell in her body turned to ice. Her chest squeezed until she couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think, couldn’t move. The knife had to be six inches long, its tip honed to a fine point. She could almost feel the sharp edge slicing through her skin, feel the blood spread across her abdomen as it seeped through her clothes…

Fight. Run. The room started spinning. Breathe.

“You and me? We’re going to have—” 

The knife fell away and the thug released her. She stumbled into the wall. Wha—? Spinning fast, she came face to face with Scott. He had Mustache in a chokehold. Within a few seconds the man stopped fighting and Scott lowered him to the grimy linoleum.

“Oh, thank God,” she whispered, ready to collapse along with her attacker as tremors wracked her body.

Scott took a pack of bungee cords from the shelf and bound the man’s wrists and ankles. Once the robber was secure, Scott gripped her shoulders, half holding her up. “Are you okay?”

She grabbed him around the neck and clung to him like a lifeline. “Thank you,” she whispered, swallowing against her tightening throat. “I’m fine now.”

After a beat, he enclosed her in his arms, his body hard and warm against hers. She wanted to stay like this for hours, letting him leach away her panic with the stroke of his hands, calm her frantic heartbeat with his murmured comforts.

She hadn’t been hugged in a lifetime, and she never wanted to let go.

Instead, he backed away almost instantly. “We’re not safe yet,” he said, his low voice rough and regretful.

Her face was probably ten shades of red if the heat in her cheeks was any indication. “Yeah, sorry.” 

Muffled conversation and clanging noises came from the front of the shop. Then Jock yelled, “Yo, Chuy! Let’s bolt.”

“Come on,” Scott said, reaching out.

Valerie lifted her hand.

“You’re bleeding.”

Sure enough, a three-inch cut on her left forearm oozed blood, dripping down to her wrist. “Oh.” The wound started to throb. “It’s just a cut. I’ll be okay.” But her stomach turned queasy.

Holding her around the shoulders, Scott half-carried her to the front of the aisle—safely away from her trussed-up attacker—and removed his shirt. A bullet pendant hung from a black cord tied around his neck, the only adornment on a torso worthy of being immortalized on film. He wrapped the cotton shirt around her forearm, tying it off with an awkward knot.

“Stay here,” he mouthed, and then stood and walked into the open, totally casual, as if the other guy wasn’t brandishing a big-ass gun.

“Wait.” She grabbed for him and missed.

Scooting forward, she peeked around the shelving.

The clerk’s eyes widened at Scott’s approach, and Jock spun on his feet, aiming his gun at Scott’s head. “Stay the fuck back, Pipsqueak. You don’t want to mess with me.”

Scott raised his hands, palms up, as if he could calm the man through sheer will. “If you leave now, things don’t have to get messy.”

Jock laughed. “Oh yeah?” He stepped forward, holding the muzzle of the gun inches from Scott’s nose. “I’m so scared.”

Scott was going to get himself killed.

Valerie popped to her feet, gripping the beer display on the end-cap until she regained her balance. Her ears buzzed, but she scanned the shelves behind her for anything she could use as a weapon. Grabbing a tire iron off the rack, she sidestepped Mr. Grabby Hands on the floor and raced along the refrigerator doors at the rear of the store, close to the front entrance where she could sneak up on the gunman.

As soon as Scott noticed her, his jaw tightened. He sprang into action, knocking the gun aside as he stepped out of the line of fire. The big man roared and rushed him. Scott grabbed the guy’s neck and shoulder, and in some blur of a move, twisted him around and dropped him flat on his back. The gun clattered to the floor at his feet.

Jock groaned and started to rise.

Scott scooped the gun off the floor, checked the ammo, and pointed it at the man’s chest. “Don’t move.”

“I’ll bet you don’t even know how to use it,” the idiot said, his deep, jeering voice hollow and lacking the bravado of moments before. Anyone who’d been paying attention could see that Scott knew his way around a weapon.

“Try me.” Scott’s voice didn’t betray a hint of nerves, no shake, no strain, just his usual smooth, flat tone.

Jock paled and slowly sat.

“Call the police,” Scott said to the clerk.

The man nodded and lifted the receiver.

Shit. Couldn’t he wait until they left? “We need to get out of here,” Valerie said. “Let me tie him up.”

Scott gave a sharp negative jerk with his head without looking at her. “I don’t want you anywhere near him.”

A little thrill ran through her. But he wasn’t just protecting her. If the thug grabbed her, he’d have leverage over Scott. She’d make things worse. Her stomach bottomed out.

“Lock him in the bathroom,” she said. She’d noticed an external latch on the door earlier. The idea of being locked in the grimy little space had given her the creeps. It wouldn’t hold the beast of a man for long, but maybe long enough.

Scott didn’t move. Piped-in jazz crackled through an overhead speaker, and the clerk on the phone recited his version of events to a dispatcher, his strained words tumbling over themselves like people scrambling to escape a fire.

“Scott—”

“Okay.” He waved Jock toward the back corner of the room, and gestured to the cashier. “Get something to block the door.”

They walked past the big man’s partner, who had awakened. Mustache stopped struggling against his bonds when he saw them coming.

Jock kicked him in the side. “Worthless piece of—”

“Enough,” Scott said, his voice low, but all the more menacing for it.

His captive glared at him and Valerie in turn, but entered the small restroom and closed the door without a fight.

Sirens wailed outside, faint but growing closer.

She took a new padlock off the hardware shelf, unwrapped it, and unlocked it with fumbling fingers. Leaving the combination sticker on the back, she hooked it through the loop of the latch and closed it, pulling down to test.

They both turned at a loud clank behind them. The clerk pushed a hand-operated pallet truck carrying a six-foot high stack of Budweiser cases.

“Perfect,” Scott said, helping the man angle the pallet into position in front of the bathroom door. “That should hold him until the cops arrive.”

“Thank you,” the older man said.

Scott grabbed Valerie’s hand. “Sorry we can’t stick around.” He gave the gun to the cashier, butt first.

“They won’t be able to get your license plate off the camera.”

“Good to know,” Scott said, tugging her toward the door. A little bell dinged as they crossed the threshold. “Appreciate it.”

“Semper Fi, buddy.”

“Oorah.” Scott released the door and they raced to the van.




“Where else are you hurt?” Scott’s hands shook on the wheel as he sped away from the gas station and onto the freeway, his body coming down from the adrenaline rush. And the rush of anger from seeing that asshole’s hands on Valerie. He’d wanted to do a lot more than choke the guy out.

“Nowhere,” she said, unable to hide the tremor in her voice. “Thanks to you.”

“Good, so I don’t have to feel bad when I ask what the hell you were thinking sneaking up on that guy. Were you trying to get yourself killed?” He scanned his mirrors repeatedly. “A fucking tire iron against a giant with a gun,” he muttered.

“You’re one to talk,” she said, her voice defensive. “You didn’t even have a weapon, and as you just pointed out, he was huge and armed.”

Only an idiot wouldn’t have been nervous about facing down that asshat, but Scott had confidence in his skills. The Marines—and his childhood—had trained him well. But he knew nothing about Valerie except that she had frozen when her attacker pulled a knife.

“I wanted you out of harm’s way so I wouldn’t have to worry about you. If I’d needed your help I would have asked for it.”

“But it’s okay to leave me behind to worry about you,” she said, her voice vibrating with anger.

“I may not look like much, but I can hold my own.” He clamped his mouth shut before anything else stupid tumbled out. All his old insecurities came rushing back, and he hated himself for it.

Valerie laughed without humor. “Not look like much? You freaking radiate danger with your unshakeable calm and all those muscles…” She licked her lips and focused on the road ahead. “Anyone smart would stay out of your way, but still, that guy was twice your size. And he had a gun. Would you expect one of your Marine Corps buddies to sit back and do nothing?”

“No, but they’re trained. You’re not.”

She gripped the edge of her seat and stared out the side window at the morass of lights from the cities that made up the never-ending Los Angeles metro. The two feet of space between them suddenly felt like a mile.

“Look, I know you were trying to help. I do appreciate that… So, thanks.” He cleared his throat, but what else was there to say? He was used to working with teammates who knew their roles and whose skills he trusted.

He ignored her as she studied his profile. He had more important things to worry about right now. Like the freeway, which was too damn empty. “We don’t have long before the cops realize it was us. They’ll be suspicious immediately since we left the scene.”

She nodded glanced out the back window. “How did that guy know you were a Marine?”

“Maybe he recognized one of us from the news. Or he noticed my HOG’s tooth necklace.”

“Hog’s tooth?”

“HOG stands for hunter of gunmen. It’s a designation we get when we graduate from scout sniper training. The HOG’s tooth—the bullet—is part of the ceremony.”

“A bullet because you’re a sniper?”

“No, because Marines are as superstitious as anyone, and the military loves its lore.” Turned out, he loved it too. How many times had he wished for a protective talisman as a kid? Now he had one, and he’d fucking earned it. “The story goes that there’s one bullet destined to end your life. A round with your name on it, so to speak. Until it’s fired, you’re invincible. The HOG’s tooth symbolizes that bullet, and the idea is that as long as you keep it on you, you’re safe.”

“Oh.”

Please don’t laugh. He shouldn’t care what she thought about it, but he did.

“Don’t lose the necklace, then,” she said, her voice earnest. “We need all the help we can get.”

He released his breath. Damn straight.

Her gaze was on him again. At the next opportunity, he’d grab a shirt from his bag in the back. “Once the police get a look at the surveillance footage, they’ll know what we look like now.”

“And they’ll know about the van.” Her head dropped back.

“Yeah,” he said. “It’ll be all over the news in a couple hours, but we need to get off the road now. There’s not enough traffic to get lost in the crowd.”

“Can we stop at a truck stop?”

“Seriously?”

“I have an idea,” she said. “But we need a place with a big store. The kind with touristy knick-knacks and stuff.”

She didn’t elaborate, but she’d proven herself with the stash of money and clothes earlier. He was willing to go along for now.

A few miles down the road, he spotted a tall sign for Tough Tony’s Truck Harbor and exited the freeway. The lot was brightly lit and crammed with semis, but the car lot was mostly empty. From the parking stall, he had a clear view of a lanky, bearded black man standing behind the store’s counter. The rest of the shop was hidden from view, but there were only a few people sitting at the counter in the attached diner.

It was four in the morning, after all.

“Hang on,” he said. “You can’t go inside with my shirt on your arm.” Unbuckling his seat belt, he retrieved a first aid kit from under his seat. “Let me see,” he said, with a little wave.

Her gaze followed his every move, making him acutely aware that he was still half naked. Sweat trickled down his back, and he forced aside the unhelpful memory of her pressed to his body. He couldn’t remember the last time someone had hugged him. Had anyone ever hugged him?

He hadn’t quite known what to do with her at first, but he wouldn’t mind a repeat now. Especially if she were shirtless too.

Jesus. Focus.

Scooting to the edge of his seat, he gently took her arm, which lay across the armrests between them. He cleaned her wound with an alcohol swab, using gentle strokes, feeling every wince as if it were his own. Now that he could see the cut without the blood, it didn’t appear deep enough to require stitches, thank God. He had first aid training, but he was no medic. “Have you had a tetanus shot recently?”

She shrugged. “I think I had a booster a few years ago.”

Not like they could do anything about it right now. He applied antibiotic ointment and covered the wound with a large gauze pad, taping down the edges. “How’s that?”

“Good, thanks.” She withdrew her arm and reached for the door.

“You go in,” he said. “I’ll keep watch from out here.” And put on a shirt while he was at it. “If I honk, you drop everything and get the hell out.”

It was too soon for video from the gas station robbery to be in the news. Her disguise—even without the fake glasses—should still be solid.

“Okay.”

Fifteen minutes later, they were tucked away in the dim corner of an apartment complex parking lot that butted up against the back of a deserted strip mall, eating crackers with hummus and drinking pop. In addition to snacks, she’d come out of the store with window markers and a buttload of bumper stickers.

“You ready?” he asked, offering her the last cracker.

Waving off the food, she nodded. “Let’s do it.”

He had to admit, her plan was pretty smart. The cops might not have been able to make out the van’s license plate on the camera, but they’d be able to see the rear of the van, at least from an angle. It was currently devoid of anything but a dealer decal. With Valerie’s stickers, they could change that.

“Before we put them on, we need to make them look old.” She took the stickers from the bag, handed him the markers, and opened the passenger door, careful to unlatch it slowly to minimize the noise.

Scott exited his side, flinching at the squeak of the hinges in his own door, and met her by the back bumper. “Can you get this off?” she asked, pointing to the dealer logo.

While he used his pocketknife to pry off the shiny plastic letters, she spread the stickers face down on the asphalt in a single layer the way he’d laid out the cards from his Memory game as a kid. Then she walked back and forth on them, occasionally twisting her foot.

She held up a UCLA sticker that was now smeared with dark streaks and punctured through the A. Peeling back one corner, she rubbed the sticky backing on the ground and then pulled the paper completely off.

“Any preference?” she whispered.

He shook his head, and she placed the decal neatly on the rear window. With its drooping corner and weathered face, the sticker looked like it had been there for years. “Brilliant.”

How could he not admire a woman who understood camouflage?

Twenty minutes later, the back of the van was plastered with logos for the Los Angeles Kings hockey team, Zuma Beach, two surfboard companies, and a bunch of quips about global warming and world peace.

“I told the cashier we were playing a trick on a friend,” she said, keeping her voice low even though they were far from any windows.

“Nice.” He nodded. “What do you think?”

While she was working on the stickers, he had used the paint pens to draw volleyballs and write messages on the side and rear windows.

Bump, set, spike!

Sand Dogs are #1!

Dig it!

Valerie gave him a thumbs up and a huge smile, and God damn if he didn’t puff with pride like a pathetic schoolboy.

Inside the van again, he pointed to the pull-down shades mounted at the top of the windshield and over each door. “Get those, will you?”

While she blocked out the light—and prying eyes—up front, he clambered into the cargo space and tugged opaque blue curtains across the side and back windows. The place he’d been calling home since he arrived in California was neat enough. His clothing and camera bags were lined up on one side of the van, along with a small camp stove, a five-gallon water jug, a box of basic kitchen supplies, and what basically amounted to a chamber pot.

The previous owner had covered the knee-busting corrugated metal floor with a thick piece of plywood. At night, Scott rolled out a dense foam pad and spread open a sleeping bag, using a thin blanket to stay warm.

He and Valerie could both fit, but it would be tight. Which, granted, his body was totally on board with, but she wasn’t some woman he could mess around with and walk away from, no matter how much he wanted to experience the touch of her lips or the soft skin of her magnificent breasts.

Choking back the groan that built in his chest at the thought of her right here, naked beneath him, he took several deep breaths and then rolled out the bedding.

They were in this together for who knew how long, which meant Valerie was off limits. As if she even wanted a man like him—a killer—touching her anyway.

He glanced up and caught her watching him, her face mostly hidden in shadow.

Swallowing hard, he said, “You can sleep back here, I’ll take one of the front seats.”

“That’s not fair to you. I’m sure we can both fit.”

Especially if they spooned. Good Lord. Where was his legendary patience now? He bit back his protest. If he made too big a deal of this she’d know exactly what was going through his mind. Better to act like it was nothing.

“I trust you,” she said.

He almost laughed. That made one of them.




Valerie squeezed between the seats and into the back of the van, her heart drumming. The vehicle seemed to shrink, and her awareness narrowed to Scott’s breath, the unreadable expression on his handsome face, the makeshift bed they were going to share…

Needing a diversion, she took in the black bags neatly lined up against the wall, the small camping stove and box of supplies. The van might be a piece of crap, but he kept it clean and uncluttered.

“So this is how you spied on me in Zachari?”

He nodded. “I was one of the ‘surfers’ living out of his van, parked down the street from your rental.”

“I can’t believe I didn’t catch on. I thought I was so…aware.” How could she have missed him? Her father had trained her to be observant and alert, always. She might have gone lax over the years, but she’d been careful while on the run. Or so she’d thought. He’d followed her around for days even before she ran, and she’d never once felt a tingle of alarm.

“Don’t feel bad,” he said, apparently reading her thoughts. “We see what we expect to see. And I did learn a thing or two about blending while in the Marines. Hell, half of scout sniper training is learning how to get close to someone without being noticed.”

She bit her lower lip. His level of training should make her feel better, but it didn’t. “Why scout sniper?”

“That’s what we’re called.” He sat on the wheel well, arms resting on his knees, hands loose. Hardly the picture of a trained killer, which was probably part of what made him an expert.

A shiver ran through her.

“Taking out targets is such a small part of what we do,” he said. “Most of the time we’re on reconnaissance and overwatch, providing intel for the platoon and covering their maneuvers.”

“Is it lonely?”

He gave her a strange look. Most likely, people usually asked how many kills he had or whether he got a thrill from taking lives. She wasn’t sure she wanted those answers.

“Despite the lone-wolf reputation the media gives us, we usually work in pairs or teams of four.”

“Yeah,” she scratched an invisible pattern into her jeans, “but you’re separate from the rest of the troops a lot, aren’t you? Not just physically, but in skill set.”

“I guess so.” He studied her face with an intensity that made her toes curl. “Being a HOG definitely sets you apart from the crowd, even in the Marines.” Finally giving her some relief from his probing stare, he peeked around the edge of the curtain to his right. The downside of privacy was lack of visibility to the outside.

“It was like that for me when I was a kid, working scams with my papá, and then later…” Her jaw tightened and she forced the memories aside. “No one could relate to me.” She slipped off her running shoes and sat, tucking one foot beneath her. “Honestly, nothing’s changed.”

“That sucks,” he said, suddenly on the move, checking their surroundings from all angles. Even several inches shy of six feet, he was too tall to stand upright, so he hunched over, his back curled like the handle of a cane.

He ended his rounds at the rear window, dropping to his knees, intent on something outside.

Fear made her less than graceful as she crawled to his side and rose up to see what had captured his attention. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.” He released the curtain and faced her, their noses not even a foot apart.

They were so close she could hear his soft breath, smell the sweat and dirt and faint spice on his skin. Feel the heat radiating from his body. His gaze landed on her mouth, and she stopped breathing.

Looking away, he shifted to the side, putting space between them, and riffled through his bag. “Nothing,” he repeated. “I was just watching for changes and thinking about our next steps.”

Right. Exactly what she should be doing. Air flooded her lungs as she sat on her heels and nodded. The only way to end this nightmare was to prove her innocence, and now that Jay was gone she had to start over. Her heart turned to lead. More memories to box up and store deep in her mind behind a vaulted door with a lost combination.

“What have you come up with so far?” she asked.

Scott looked up and blinked, as if startled that she’d spoken. For several seconds, he did nothing but watch her, his body a statue clothed in an Arctic Monkeys band shirt and shorts.

“Scott?”

Instead of answering, he shook his head gently, leaned close, and kissed her.

If asked, Valerie would have said she had a better chance of winning the lottery than being kissed by Scott Kramer. Since only fools played the lottery, she had believed both were impossible.

And yet, his soft, warm lips were pressed to hers right now, his beard scratching her chin. Outside the van, the night was silent save for the gentle hush of an occasional truck on the nearby freeway and the bark of a dog, but nothing else registered as his fingertips trailed along her cheekbone and into her hair, spinning threads of delight all the way to her toes.

Her stomach did cartwheels when their tongues touched. The reality was light years ahead of her fantasies. How could she have known that her entire body would feel electrified? That every caress would create a spark that jolted her heart and melted her bones. No one had ever kissed her with such…focus.

She tugged him closer, her skin turning to fire at the near full-body contact as he slid an arm behind her, pulling her even tighter to him. Her fingers tentatively explored the power and strength of his back and shoulders, tracing the contours of his muscles. He wasn’t a big man, but he was solid as granite and honed like a knife. Strong and hard and hot.

And his kisses… Her breath caught as he tugged and nipped and soothed with desperate lips. His free hand left a trail of lightning from her neck, down over her shoulder, finally, thank God, skimming the side of her breast. She moaned and leaned into his touch, achy with desire, ready to drown under the onslaught. 

He pulled back so fast she had to grab his shoulder for balance.

“Sorry,” he said, his voice rough, breathing heavy as he shuffled out of reach.

Her own breath came in ragged gasps, her hands and lips aching with loss as he retreated. “No, it’s—”

“That wasn’t part of the plan.” He ran a hand across his mouth and his gaze met hers, the regret in his eyes unmistakable in the dim moonlight that seeped under the shades. It was one of the few times since she’d met him that his expression wasn’t on lockdown. But did he regret the kiss…or stopping? “I don’t have an excuse, but it won’t happen again.” At least his chest rose and fell in time with hers. He wasn’t unaffected.

Small comfort. His rejection still stung like a slap with a ruler, even if getting involved right now was a bad idea.

But was it?

How bad would it be, really? They had little to lose. If the police—or worse, Duncan—caught up with them tomorrow, she’d never have another chance with a guy like Scott. They’d both be in jail. Or dead. Her heart skittered at the thought, and she blinked back the avalanche of tears that threatened over what her life had become.

She’d been alone since long before she went on the run, but the last three weeks had been the worst in years. Until last night—God, not even twelve hours ago—when Scott had finally chosen to trust her and join her side of the fight.

Having him along for the ride made everything easier, and she was so goddamned tired of facing the world, her future, alone.

He cleared his throat and looked beyond her shoulder. “I’ll sleep up front.”

They only had a couple hours until daylight, but Valerie wasn’t in the mood for sleep anymore. She took a deep breath and squared her shoulders, grabbing onto the front of his T-shirt and curling the soft fabric into her fist. “Please, don’t.”




















CHAPTER NINE




Azusa, CA

Monday, 4:30 a.m.




SCOTT WAS LOST THE MINUTE Valerie’s lips met his. He’d used up every ounce of willpower he had backing away from her the first time. Now, he couldn’t even remember why he’d wanted to.

Her hands curled into his hair, the light scratch of her fingernails at the base of his neck making his knees weak. Sitting back on his heels, he tugged her onto his lap and explored her sweet mouth. Slowly, slowly, torturing both of them, he slid his hand down to cup her left breast, to gently caress the heavy softness in his palm.

He stroked a thumb across her rock-hard nipple and she arched back.

“God, you’re beautiful,” he whispered in a groan, nipping at her lips.

Valerie moaned in response, a plea that went straight to his groin.

Her fingers slid beneath the hem of his shirt, trailing over his abs, up his chest and across his collarbone, her touch lighting him up like an incendiary grenade. She ground her hips against him, and he nearly exploded. Jesus.

Cradling her around the shoulders and hips, he lay her down without breaking the kiss, stretching out above her, aligning their bodies from head to toe.

A small voice at the back of his mind whispered a warning. You can’t just walk away from this one.

Fuck off, he answered back.

Propping himself with one arm, he tugged the bottom of her shirt with his free hand, wishing he could risk opening a curtain to let in more light. He wanted nothing more than to see her in all her bronze glory. Then again, he wasn’t necessarily ready for her to see all of his not-so-glorious parts. Maybe darker was better.

“Wait.” She stopped his progress with her hand over his, something odd in her voice.

He froze. “What’s wrong?” Had she heard something? Christ, he was so caught up in her that he’d lost his sense of situational awareness. He dropped his hand and started to push away.

“No, don’t,” she said, grabbing the waistband of his shorts, her smooth fingers tantalizing against his bare stomach.

Come on, baby, move that hand a little lower.

“But, um, I’d like to leave my shirt on,” she said, without meeting his gaze.

“Why?” The fear and vulnerability on her face drove him up onto his knees, dislodging her hand from his pants as his brain flashed neon red warning signs. 

“I…” She absently rubbed a hand across her ribs.

“You know what? You don’t need to tell me.” This whole episode was veering dangerously close to relationship-forming territory. Assuming they survived this nightmare, he needed to be able to move on when it was over. Physical intimacy was one thing, but emotional? That was something else altogether.

He cared enough to spare them both.

A slice of white light flashed under the driver’s side window shade, illuminating the front seat and dashboard, drawing Scott’s attention away from the gorgeous woman laid out before him. Something hard rapped against the glass.

“Anyone in there?” a man asked from outside.

Shit. What the hell had he been thinking letting down his guard? Bad enough that he was ready to break his own rules to sleep with Valerie, but now he’d let his libido put them in danger.

Her eyes widened, and he put a finger to his lips. “Don’t move,” he mouthed.

Shaking her head, she slid out from under him, tugging her shirt down to her hips. He grabbed her arm. “Trust me,” she whispered, gesturing him out of sight as she wrapped the blanket around her shoulders.

He let go. She was the mistress of the con, right? Time to let her prove herself.

“Hel-lo.” The man outside rapped on the window again. “Valley Security.”

Scott’s shoulders relaxed a little. Rent-a-cop. Potentially dangerous, but not the police. 

Finger-combing her hair, Valerie clambered into the front seat, pulled back the curtain, and used the crank to roll the window about a quarter of the way down. “Hi,” she said, cheerfully. “What’s going on?”

Nerves of steel, that woman.

“Ma’am.” The man shone his flashlight beam around the interior of the van, but Scott stayed out of range. “You can’t park here without a resident permit, and you definitely can’t camp here.”

“Oh, no, I’m not camping. My mom said any space without a number was for visitors.”

“Your mom?”

“Yes, sir, she lives here,” she said. Scott couldn’t see her face, but he could hear the genuine warmth of a smile in her tone. “Esperanza Ramirez?”

Silence. Scott couldn’t see the guard from his vantage point either, but he could imagine him shaking his head.

“Anyway.” Valerie’s hand flashed in the light as she gave a dismissive wave. “My boyfriend kicked me out last night”—she blew out a breath, spinning a whole tale behind that small noise—“and she said I could stay with her, but she’s a cleaner on the night shift at the JPL, and I don’t have a key. So, she told me to wait in the parking lot until she gets home at seven-thirty.”

The man’s shoes made a scuffing sound on the asphalt.

“What time is it now?” she asked, shifting closer to the window, probably giving the guy a little dose of her stellar cleavage.

Those incredible breasts that she wouldn’t let Scott see naked. Let it go. He swallowed hard and held in a sigh.

Clearing his throat, the guard said, “Almost five.”

“Oh, good. Not too much longer.”

“Look, ma’am, there are a few visitor spots out front, but you’ll need to come back when your mom’s home.”

“I understand. I’ll go park at Walmart for now.”

“Good idea. They have cameras and security, so you should be safe there.”

“Thank you,” she said. “Sorry to trouble you.”

He chuckled. “No problem. You’re the most excitement I’ve had all night.”

You bet your ass, dickhead. His body might disagree, but Scott figured he should probably be thanking the guy for interrupting what had all the makings of a mistake the size of Idaho.

Giving the man a little wave, Valerie rolled up the window and got to work opening all of the curtains in silence. Scott could only watch from his position in the back corner in case the guard was still nearby, watching through the glass.

“So much for staying off the road,” Valerie whispered as she slid open the rear curtain. “But at least there should be some early traffic now.”

“JPL?” he asked.

“Jet Propulsion Lab. It’s somewhere in Pasadena.”

“How the hell do you know that?”

She shrugged. “It’s part of NASA. They run the robotic exploration missions. Like the Mars Rover guys. It’s a hacker’s wet dream.”

Speaking of wet dreams… He nodded, sitting on his hands so he wouldn’t be tempted to reach for her. “I think we should change course to San Diego. If we dump the van there, it’ll be over the border within hours.”

“And get another car?”

“I wish we had a better option. It’s too easy to get pulled over for some minor infraction—in which case we’re dead in the water—but long-distance public transportation means cameras, showing IDs.” Since 9/11, going on the run had become much more difficult. Normally, he was fine with that when it applied to actual terrorists. “So, yeah. I guess another car.”

On the opposite side of the van, she shoved back the last curtain and crouched low on her way to the front seat. “What if Duncan takes the money and runs before we get to D.C.?” she asked in a low voice without looking at him.

“He hasn’t bailed yet. I don’t think he wants to give up his home and family and status. Otherwise, why bother to frame you?” Though a smart man would have an exit strategy, just in case.

She glanced back at Scott, her expression skeptical.

“If it happens, we’ll deal with it,” he said. Somehow. “Let’s get the hell out of here first.”

“Agreed.” Sighing, she adjusted the driver’s seat so she could reach the pedals and started the van.




Three hours later in San Diego, Valerie sat in a cozy club chair in the second-floor café of a popular bookstore chain that offered free WiFi. There were enough people milling around and working on their computers that no one looked at her and Scott twice, even though their story was all over the news.

“The cops figured out it was us, but the surveillance footage is grainy at best, black and white.” She modulated her voice to carry just above the light jazz playing overhead as she used her secure browser to check for updates. 

“Let’s see.” He pulled his chair closer, cutting the space between them to unbearable.

After the security guard interrupted their make-out session that morning, she and Scott had only spoken as necessary on the drive down from Pasadena. He was playing it as if nothing had happened. She was doing her damnedest to follow suit, but failing miserably.

Then again, if she couldn’t muster the courage to lift her shirt for him, hooking up was probably a bad idea anyway.

“Your hair is clearly long and blond,” he said, studying the low-quality image pulled from the gas station’s security camera. He glanced her way, keeping his eyes trained above her neck. “But the glasses and ponytail are enough though, I think.”

She’d bought another pair of reading glasses and changed into a tight, gray, scoop-neck T-shirt that emphasized her figure in a way that made her want to squirm. But it changed her appearance even more. When she dressed like this, people—men and women alike—focused more on her chest than her face.

The ease with which a person could make themselves unrecognizable never failed to awe her. Even a celebrity might put her hair up and go out without makeup, and only the most ardent fan or paparazzi would recognize her unless they saw her leave her house.

Sure, a crowded place like the bookstore still posed a threat—more people meant more eyeballs on them—but it was easier to blend into the crowd in a busy place than a quiet one. The other half of the battle was acting normal, like they had nothing to hide, something Valerie was a pro at and Scott seemed to have a knack for too.

“I need a way to contact Kurt securely,” he said, “but quicker than the telegram method you used earlier.”

“We can text him directly from the Internet, but if someone’s hacked his phone, they’ll see it.”

He scowled and blew out a long breath. “This is getting fucking ridiculous.”

“What if I could get us a ride?” Why hadn’t the idea come to her earlier?

“Explain.” He lifted a steaming mug of coffee to his lips. Lips that had kissed her like—

Focus.

She stalled for a second, trying to recapture her thoughts. “There’s a guy who lives in Escondido, maybe an hour from here. Or at least, he used to. I met him in person a couple times when he came to Texas, and after I moved in with my papá’s family here in California, he checked on me every few months. I think he might be willing to drive us to D.C. Or maybe hook us up with someone who can.”

“Won’t the FBI be watching people from your past?”

“There’s a good chance they don’t know who this guy actually is even if they’re tracking his online activity somehow. I think it’s worth the risk.”

“You trust him?” To a casual observer, Scott was a just a shaggy-haired surfer type wearing a band shirt—apparently he built his wardrobe at concerts—hanging out with a friend. But his gaze on her… The intensity of it made her stomach dance.

“As much as I can trust anyone. I know a lot of his secrets. If he turns us in, he goes down too.”

Scott frowned. “That doesn’t make for the best relationship.”

She shook her head. “That’s all secondary. Alan’s like an uncle to me. The kind who doesn’t take advantage when you sit on his lap.”

Scott’s eyes widened, and his lips parted in his own understated version of shock.

She laughed. “God, you should see your face. Who knew you were such an easy target?”

He gave her a humorless smile and a heavy dose of skepticism before donning his poker face, but she could sense him studying her profile as she returned to her search. Somehow she needed to block out his scrutiny and stay on task.

“So,” she said brightly. “Should I contact him?”

“Do it. Traveling in a private vehicle as a party of three would make us less noticeable. And we wouldn’t need to find a new car.”

Another person would create a welcome buffer between her and Scott too. “Or sleep in it,” she added. Definitely a bonus.

He didn’t respond.

For the next twenty minutes, Scott hovered as she worked through layers of hidden websites, clicking on a picture of a flower that took her to another site where she clicked on the head of the fifth boy in the back row of a vintage photo of a 1917 high school football team. That link launched her into one of the chat rooms where her papá’s former friend still spent a lot of time.

“How did you know how to access it?” Scott asked, leaning close enough that she could feel his heat. “I would expect them to change the process frequently.”

“I was out of the life, but never out of touch. In fact, it’s part of my job to stay on top of what’s going on in the black hat world. We use most of the same tools, I just have a different goal.”

He sat back. “Does this friend of yours know you switched sides?”

“Actually, it was his idea.” She glanced at Scott and their gazes met. Her stomach dipped. God, she hoped he couldn’t tell how much he scrambled her brain.

“How’s that?” he asked.

Valerie stretched her fingers over her keyboard and took a deep breath. If she wanted things to be easier with Scott, maybe it was time to share. “After Dad died and Papá went to jail, I lived with my aunt’s family in Four Creeks, California.”

His brows furrowed. “I thought your dad went to jail. Who’s Papa?”

“I figured you already knew all this. You didn’t investigate me?”

“It was a surveillance job, not a background check.”

The tightness in her chest loosened. He didn’t already know her every secret. “I grew up with two fathers. They couldn’t marry, but they used a surrogate to have me. To avoid confusion, I learned to call one of them Papá and the other Dad.”

“Ah. I’m sorry. About both of them.”

She nodded, not letting her mind go down that dark hallway.

“I’ve never met anyone with gay parents before.” Scott didn’t look disturbed by the idea, just curious. Another point in his favor. “That I know of, anyway.”

“Well, it didn’t go over well in Texas, but they tried to protect me from the backlash as much as possible.” She shrugged. “Still, kids can be cruel.”

“Yes,” he said simply, like a man who could relate. “Where’s Four Creeks?”

She waved vaguely toward the parking lot. “Inland, near Yosemite. Mostly farmland. I badly wanted to get out, but there was no money for college, and I didn’t have the grades for a scholarship.”

“Sounds familiar,” he said, something unreadable flickering across his face.

“But then Alan stepped in with the money. He claimed Papá had helped him earn it, and that I deserved a share.”

He frowned. “Generous.”

So now they were making conversation as if they hadn’t been groping each other in the dark mere hours before. As if she couldn’t still feel his lips on her neck, his hand on her breast. A little tremor moved through her.

“What did you major in?”

“Materials engineering.”

He smiled, his face relaxing into breath-stealing handsomeness. “Seriously?”

Squaring her shoulders, she said, “Yes. Why?”

“I don’t know.” He shrugged. “I guess I just figured computer science or something like that.”

“Uh-uh. I wanted to get as far away from that world as possible. I didn’t want to be anything like Papá.” Dammit. She hadn’t meant to spill that.

Scott nodded his understanding. “My dad was a carpenter. I wanted to be an engineer.” He scoffed. “Those two aren’t as different as I once imagined, really. My sophomore science project was a comparison of the load-bearing capacity of three different types of bridges.” His voice filled with pride. “I used to eat that shit up. I spent months researching and building bridges and consulting with my teacher. She thought I had a good chance of placing in my division.”

Valerie ignored her computer, lapping up every morsel about his youth like a cat with milk. “Did you?”

“I didn’t enter.” Scott’s face remained impassive, but his voice had a hard edge.

“Why not?”

The desperate look of anger and hurt that flashed in his eyes sent a chill down her spine. “My dad destroyed my project.”

“Oh, God.” Her hand flew to her mouth. “I’m so sorry.”

“Yeah, well.” He shrugged and shifted his gaze, returning his attention to their surroundings.

Her heart ached for him, but he had put up his walls again. Forcing herself to focus on the computer, she posted a message.

SPYDRCH1C4: @BLACKBARD Do you like flowers?

Scott’s hand on her shoulder made her jump. “You’re nothing like him,” he said softly. “Your dad.”

Tears burned the back of her eyes, catching her by surprise. She thought she’d mastered that urge years ago. “That’s not how the rest of the world sees it.”

Yuck. When had she turned sulky and whiny?

“They will.”

If only she shared his confidence. She knew how easy it was to ruin someone. Even if she and Scott proved their innocence, the stain of everything that happened—the doubts—would be on them forever.

Think positive, mija. She could almost hear her dad’s voice, and the tears pricked again.

All Valerie could do was nod.

Scott removed his hand, leaving behind a warm imprint. “So, Blackbard?”

Grateful for the redirect, she swallowed and took a deep breath. “Yeah. Sort of a play on pirates and poets.”

A young man with brassy blond swimmer’s hair who’d been pushing a mop around the tile floor—rather ineffectively to her eye—moved within several feet of their table. He couldn’t see her screen since she had her back to the wall, but her heart sped up.

“I like the garage on this one,” Scott said without missing a beat. “It’s big enough to fit the motorcycle too.”

She parted her lips and furrowed her brow. “You promised to get rid of the bike.”

His sheepish expression was so on point, she almost forgot they were faking. “Well, yeah, when I thought we wouldn’t have room for it. But if we got that place…” He gestured vaguely toward her computer.

A message popped up on the monitor.

BLACKBARD: @SPYDRCH1C4 Daisies. A dozen white.

“I just worry about you,” she said as the kid with the mop worked slowly away from their table without even looking at them. Dip, wring, splat, swirl, repeat. “You know what happened to my brother.”

Scott hooked an arm around her shoulders and pulled her in close, dropping a kiss on her forehead before she even knew what was happening. “I know. Just think about it, okay?”

Her brain buzzed from the contact even though he’d already released her. Through the fog, she processed her old friend’s response.

Once the mop boy was out of range, she said, “We’re meeting him in the Botanical Building at Balboa Park at noon.”




Scott knew how to be idle. The most important quality of a sniper wasn’t good aim, it was patience. He had a deeper well than most.

Waiting to meet with Valerie’s friend of dubious moral character—as if he were one to judge—gave him time to establish a baseline for the café’s activity, time to take measure of its normal pace and tempo and mood. And keep track of its customers.

As much as he wanted to watch Valerie at work, nothing on her screen made sense to him. He’d rather play bored-boyfriend-reading-a-book than feel like a simpleton watching her navigate through what she called the “dark web.” He’d heard of it. That was about it.

Not to mention, focusing on Valerie lowered his IQ by about thirty points. He was no more immune to her ample tits hugged tightly by a thin gray shirt than the next guy.

Including the forty-something man with receding brown hair browsing the magazine section who couldn’t keep his eyes off her.

Scott ignored the irritating burn in his chest that he had no right to and flipped another page of the Ken Follett novel he’d picked up when they arrived, keeping the man in his peripheral vision. White guy, medium build, trim but soft, black T-shirt, tan shorts, black Nikes with a red swoosh, oversized silver watch, no visible tattoos.

The man caught Scott’s eye and turned away, working his way toward the front of the store, picking up a magazine here and there, flipping through it.

A pretty Asian woman, pushing a red-faced toddler in a small stroller, set down two drinks and pastries on the table next to Valerie and settled her kid in a booster seat.

People came and went, couples of all ages, a group of thirty-something men with little kids, college-aged girls wearing yoga pants and fur-lined boots, old women debating politics and the best places for vacation, young professionals in blazers with laptops and cell phones. Scott catalogued them all.

“How’s it going?” he asked, leaning toward Valerie and inhaling deeply of her light flowery scent. It was different than before, probably from the travel bottle of shampoo she’d used after dying her hair, but still a tantalizing reminder of their lava-hot hands-on time in the back of the van.

“I sent an email with a document attachment to Duncan’s assistant. As soon as she opens the doc, I should have a backdoor into the system.”

His eyebrows rose against his will. “It’s that easy?”

“Not usually, but I have the advantage of knowing Aggressor’s employees and their email addresses. There’s a pattern to them, and I’ve emailed Meseret enough times to have hers memorized. I spoofed the email address from the head of HR, so when she sees the message, she won’t think twice about opening the file.”

“Like a Trojan horse. She welcomes it inside the gates without a clue.”

Valerie smiled and Scott couldn’t look away. “Exactly. It’s even called that.”

For a brief moment, his chest felt lighter. “If she mentions it to this HR guy, won’t they realize something’s up?”

“Yes, but it’s unlikely she’ll say anything. They don’t talk much, and the file is a mind-numbingly dull notification about new language in an obscure employment law.”

“Smart.” He pulled his gaze away from her face for a quick check of the area. “What’s next?”

“I’m going through the information I collected on Duncan before I located Jay.” She blinked rapidly a few times and took a deep breath, but soldiered on. “I spent most of my nights these last two weeks digging up everything I could find on my boss. Some of his info was in a database file that hackers snagged from the Veterans Administration a few years ago, so I have his social, birthdate, and address.”

Scott grimaced. “All my information is probably out there too.”

“Might be.” Valerie nodded, tracing the edge of her computer with one pink-tipped finger. “You get one free credit report a year from each of the reporting companies, so pick a different one every quarter and keep an eye on things.”

Good idea. He hadn’t taken the data theft too seriously until he started working for Steele and learned just how much damage someone with bad intentions could do to a person’s life without ever meeting them face to face.

“Does it bother you?” he asked. “Dealing with those guys?”

She looked up and waited a beat before answering. “Sometimes. On one hand, I am one of ‘those guys.’ Or, I was. I understand them. I get the excitement of solving the puzzle. Hacking is like the intellectual equivalent of drag racing. You know it’s wrong, but the thrill is addictive.

“Not every hacker is trying to hurt individual people, though” she said. “Some want to make a statement, stick it to the big corporations, or damage a government’s reputation—”

“Never mind that innocent people get strafed in the process.”

Her lips compressed. “Kind of like your war.”

“It wasn’t mine.” But she had a point.

“Look, some of these guys are straight-up criminals, some fancy themselves crusaders, others like the challenge. Papá may have started out with some ideals and become addicted to the rush, but he forgot to draw a line. I want to fight guys like him, but if I’m going to help vulnerable companies and government organizations find their security holes so they can plug the leaks, I have to know the tools and tricks.”

“Like working undercover, except online.”

“Yeah, pretty much.”

Scott sighed and held up his hands. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to attack your career choice. I’m hardly one who should be throwing stones.”

He squeezed the back of his neck and scanned the tables and bookshelves nearby. He was a hands-on kind of guy, and while he didn’t have any trouble sitting surveillance, he also liked to know that he added value. In the Marines, there had never been a doubt. He knew how to take down an enemy standing directly in front of him, or one a thousand yards away. But this whole underground battle taking place over transatlantic cables was something he didn’t comprehend and didn’t have a clue how to fight. He was as useful as a fifth leg on a dog watching Valerie bang away at her keyboard.

Their partnership was not equal at all. In the beginning, he’d protected her, saved her. But now, without her, he had no chance at clearing his name. Not even a clue where to start.

Not to mention, she’d brought most of the money to the party.

Any goon with moderate intelligence could provide her security. She didn’t need Scott.

But he needed her.

And he wanted her.

Fuck.

“It’s okay,” she said.

He gave her a blank look, trying to backtrack to what he’d said, because for damn sure she wasn’t reading his mind or her expression would be far different.

“We’re both under a lot of stress.” She toyed absently with her ponytail and took a sip of her frothy iced coffee. “And, to be fair, I was part of the black hat community before.”

Relaxing somewhat, he said, “To be fair, you were a kid.”

She gave him a humorless smile that said she appreciated his efforts but didn’t agree. “I knew the difference between right and wrong.”

“Maybe. But did you feel like you could quit? Would your papá have let you?”

Her face turned pale and she stared at her keyboard, elegant hands at the ready but not moving. “No.” She shook her head. “I know he wouldn’t. My dads used to fight about it, but Papá and I never stopped.”

Setting down his book, Scott placed his palm over one of her small hands and tried to think of something to say.

“It’s our fault Dad died,” she said.

“What do you mean?” 

“We pissed off the wrong guy.” A tear slid down her cheek, clamping a vise around Scott’s chest. “He was a carder—a dealer in stolen credit card numbers—that Papá and I had put out of business, and he’d lost everything. His money, his family, his reputation. He broke into our house one night when Papá was gone. Dad and I were eating dinner, and the guy pulled a knife and started screaming at Dad about revenge.” Her breath came faster. “I just stood there and watched, not believing what I was seeing, my feet frozen to the ground as he—” Her face crumpled, and she covered her mouth with shaking fingers. “He stabbed him.”

Fucking hell. Scott didn’t want to make a scene, but he couldn’t sit there and watch her implode. “Hey,” he reached for her.

She slammed the lid on her laptop and jumped to her feet, her chair screeching against the tile floor and drawing several gazes. “I… Excuse me.”

“V…” But he let her go, watching her race past the bakery display and through the doorway at the far side of the café marked RESTROOMS. He’d been trying to make her feel better, to prove a point about her culpability in the crimes she’d committed under her father’s direction, but obviously he’d only added to her distress.

Perfect.

He glanced at his watch. Nine forty-two. He’d give her five minutes.

Picking up his book, he returned to surreptitious people-watching, practicing his observation skills, eavesdropping on conversations. Everyone was so ordinary, going through the motions of daily life while he and Valerie were stuck in some parallel universe where their lives had gone completely off the rails.

Nothing appeared particularly unusual about the man who joined the line at the counter, and Scott didn’t initially understand why the guy had caught his attention. He looked like half a dozen other men who’d passed through the store in the last ninety minutes. Medium height and build, Oakland A’s baseball cap, square-framed glasses, brown hair peeking out from beneath his hat, 5K race tech T in dark gray, blue jeans…

Black Nikes with a red swoosh, and a nice watch.




















CHAPTER TEN




San Diego, CA

Monday, 9:45 a.m.




“VALERIE?” SCOTT’S PLEASANT BARITONE CAME from the other side of the stall door. Why was he always following her into the women’s restroom?

“It was my fault,” she said, her flat voice reflecting the bone-deep fatigue that had taken over her mind and body.

“You were a kid.”

“I was fourteen.” She took a deep, shuddering breath. “Old enough.”

Not a single sound gave away his presence, but under the door she could see his muscular calves covered in curly blond hair, white crew socks, and worn Sauconys. “If you had gotten in the way, he might have killed you too.”

Maybe that would have been better. Better than going through life knowing she’d failed the one person who had cared about her. She rubbed her ribs. “He tried. I was a witness after all.”

Scott swore under his breath. “Valerie.” His voice was deep and serious and sad. He let out a long sigh. “I hate to do this now, but we need to go.”

That got her attention. Wallowing in ancient history only put her at risk at a time when she needed to be alert.

She opened the stall door. Scott stood next to the sink with her flowered tote bag over one shoulder and the black duffle over the other. She might have laughed if his expression weren’t so dark and her own emotions weren’t already frayed.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

“I think someone’s watching us.”

The news was like a slap to the face. “How?” 

He shook his head. “No idea, but I’ve seen the same guy twice in two different outfits.”

“You’re sure?” Not that she doubted his skills, but it was easy to get paranoid when your picture was on the front page of every newspaper. Below the fold, because a terrorist bombing in Syria had stolen the headlines, but she could hardly celebrate something so horrific.

“Same shoes, same watch,” Scott said, matter of factly. “It’s a common mistake. People change their hair, hats, glasses, shirts, but rarely think about shoes or other accessories. Once that registered, I looked more closely at his face.”

Jeez. “Do you have a photographic memory or something?”

“No, just observation training.” He waved her toward the door as she stepped up to the sink to wash her shaking hands. “Finish up, we need to move. This could be nothing, he could be watching someone else, robbing the place, who knows. But I’m not willing to take a chance.” When she was done, he handed her the flowered bag, adjusted the duffle strap across his body so his hands were free, and said, “Your laptop’s inside.”

“Thanks.”

He nodded. “Act normal. We’re not leaving in a hurry, just leaving because we’re ready.”

She took a deep breath and got her bearings, while inside she tried to beat down the nerves running roughshod through her veins. “You mean normal like you being in the women’s bathroom? Again.”

His lips twitched. “Apparently, that’s how we roll.”

Following him through the doorway, she said, “I’m sorry I ran out.”

“Don’t sweat it. I shouldn’t have said anything.”

“You were trying to help. I appreciate that.”

He nodded without meeting her gaze—probably because, hello, they had more important things to worry about—and surveyed the small anteroom that housed a drinking fountain and community bulletin board. He did the same for the café and bookstore beyond. “Let’s go.”

She knew better than to look around too much. Still, she couldn’t help but scan for the shoes. It would be better if Nike Man didn’t know Scott had spotted him, though he’d surely be suspicious at the timing of their departure. And they still needed to playact for the rest of the crowd. The last thing they wanted was a bunch of people taking notice and calling the police.

Scott took her hand—something she was getting dangerously used to—and they strolled through the stacks of books. She inhaled the soothing scent of binding glue and paper. It brought back memories of long summers in grade school spent reading in the back seat of Papá’s car while he sat surveillance on a target company or person. Once, those had been good memories.

They passed the bins of impulse-buy crap near the registers and sauntered out the front door into the fog-tempered sunlight. Salty, cool air filled her nostrils, seagulls swooped and squawked overhead, and for one desperate, futile moment she tried to convince herself that they were just a happy couple out shopping. Be the lie, her papá always said. Own it.

The breeze brought goosebumps to her bare arms as they reached the white van, with its already-fading window paint and weathered stickers. “We’re definitely going to have to ditch this now.”

“After we lose this guy.” He knelt down and looked under the rear bumper, running his hands along the grimy metal. “Keep an eye out, will you?” he asked, moving his inspection along the perimeter of the van. “I want to make sure we didn’t pick up a tracker.”

Or worse? She shivered. “Do you think he was FBI undercover, checking out a tip or something?” she asked. If they hadn’t been followed, how else would someone have found them?

“Maybe.” He stood and rubbed his hands together and wiped the gravel from his knees. Then he unlocked the door and splashed water from a plastic bottle over his hands, flicking it from his fingertips before using his shorts as a makeshift towel. “I don’t think Hollowell’s network is big enough to track us.”

He gestured her to get in the van. “Did you see anyone follow us out of the store?”

“No, but he could be watching through a window,” she said, climbing into the passenger seat as he slid behind the wheel. “What if there’s someone else out here, ready to tail us?”

“I can handle it.” He sent a glance her way. “Trust me.”

“I do.”

Even if she didn’t, what choice did she have? She knew the basics of counter-surveillance, but she was no expert. If she had to go on the run with someone, she couldn’t ask for a better partner than Scott.

She was more grateful than she could express to be with him.

They spoke little on the drive, and she tried not to be distracted from her task of watching for tails while taking in the splendor of San Diego.

“That’s Mission Bay Park,” Scott said as they passed a waterlogged area of green grass and palm trees, bridges, and sailboats, the narrow inlet glittering like a sequined dress in the strengthening sunlight.

She had vague memories of her first view of the ocean a decade ago when her uncle Hector had picked her up at the San Diego airport and driven her up 5, taking 99 through Bakersfield and on to Four Creeks. Still reeling from her dad’s death and Papá’s going to jail, she didn’t mind that Hector barely spoke English, because he mostly left her alone.

Despite Spanish being the first language for both of her parents, she’d never learned it from them. Dad had wanted her to be as American as possible and only spoke Spanish at home when he was really upset. Papá didn’t fully agree—and he slipped a few times—but mostly he went along to keep the peace.

After living with the Ramirez family for four years, Valerie had learned enough Spanish to get by, but the language barrier had been one more strike against her in her aunt and uncle’s house. Her cousins—three older boys who worked in the fields with their parents from sunup to sundown—called her a coconut, brown on the outside, white on the inside.

Kids at school often used the slur pocho when they bothered to acknowledge her presence. Her only “friend,” if you could call her that, had been the school’s computer instructor, who was in awe—and maybe a little scared—of Valerie’s skills.

Everyone was happy when she left for college.

“You seem to know San Diego pretty well,” she said when Scott turned into a parking spot in lush Balboa Park.

“I was here for boot camp and SOI.” He glanced at her. “School of Infantry. I had some leave in between and a few days off here and there during SOI.”

“It’s so beautiful here. I always meant to come back to visit…” Under different circumstances.

Scott nodded. “I’d never seen the ocean until I landed here. Spent every spare minute I had on the beach after boot camp ended.” A rare grin lit his face. “I even started surfing, but I’m pretty awful.”

She smiled, imagining him in board shorts, sunburned, all gleaming, wet muscles as he paddled out into the swells.

The moment didn’t last long. “Grab whatever you need,” he said. “We might not be able to return to the van.”

They divvied up the money between her flowered bag and his backpack, thinking the duffle would draw too much attention. She had filled the remaining space with clothing, toiletries, and her computer. His bag held the same but instead of a computer, he had a large digital camera.

“For surveillance,” he said. But something about his expression and the way he held the camera made her think it was more important to him than just a tool of the trade.

“Oh, and here,” he said, tossing her a dark gray Billabong hoodie with the logo on the front. “To keep you warm.”

Her heart warmed. He must have noticed her goosebumps earlier. It doesn’t mean he cares. The man noticed everything, after all.

“Thanks.” She donned the thick sweatshirt. Not only did it block the cool breeze, but it smelled of Scott, warm and faintly spicy. She resisted the urge to bury her face in the soft cotton.

He left the van unlocked with the keys above the visor, and they walked the paths of Balboa Park’s many gardens, scouting the area before their meeting with Alan.

“I’m sorry about earlier, at the bookstore,” Scott said. “I should know better.”

She slowed without realizing it, and his grip on her hand tightened. Catching up to his stride again, she took a deep breath. “Don’t apologize. That was half my life ago. I should have figured out how to move on.”

“I’m not sure that’s possible.”

Something in his voice made her look at him, his strong jaw tight, pale eyebrows drawn over dark sunglasses as he mentally recorded everything around them like a human version of the Google car with all of its cameras and sensors. What had he suffered? She knew so little about him, but she didn’t dare ask.

They strolled for the next hour, munching on snacks from a vending machine as they moved in ever-narrowing rings toward the Botanical Building. The huge wooden-slat structure stood at the end of a reflecting pool in a grove of palm and eucalyptus trees that tinged the air with an earthy fragrance. Two half-pipe shaped wings jutted out from a central dome with a stucco base and arched doorways leading inside.

The air inside was moist and slightly warmer, the breeze buffered by yard upon yard of ferns, palms, orchids, flowering vines, and so much soothing green. Delicate floral scents mingled with that of damp earth and the nearby sea in an intoxicating perfume that made her breathe deep.

“It’s heaven,” she whispered, out of awe more than any need for privacy, overcome by the urge to never leave this spot.

“Yeah, but kind of a nightmare for our meeting,” Scott said, shattering her moment. “Plenty of concealment for us, but also for everyone else.”

They took a quick circuit of the interior before stationing themselves part of the way down a side path with a view of the entrance. Sunlight streamed in through the narrow boards, painting bright stripes across the cement floor, cutting across Scott’s face and turning the golden streaks in his hair to flame. 

“Will you recognize this guy?” he asked.

A little breathless, she said, “Probably, but it’s been about ten years since I last saw him at my high school graduation.”

“What’s he look like?”

“He’s thirty-four, maybe six-two, trim build, black hair—it used to be long, about shoulder length—blue eyes, fair skin.”

“He’s that young?” he asked. “I thought he was a friend of your dad’s.”

She shrugged. “They met online. Age is meaningless. It’s only skill and tenacity that matter. And discretion.”

Several minutes later, his eyes narrowed and he frowned. “Is that him?”

A man dressed in jeans and a slim-cut green sweater strode through the archway and stopped beneath the shade of a paddle-shaped palm to remove his dark sunglasses. He wore his black hair short and lightly mussed like a movie star, and several days’ worth of stubble darkened his jawline. 

“I don’t think so. Too muscular.”

But then he fully faced them and Valerie gasped. “Alan?”

The man couldn’t have heard her, but he stepped forward anyway with a wide grin that sent a little thrill through her. As a teenager, she’d had a bit of a crush on him, even though he’d seemed far more than six years her senior. Time had been exceedingly kind. He was every bit as good-looking as she remembered and then some.

Scott’s grip on her hand tightened, and his body stiffened as Alan approached, the epitome of casual, but still alert.

“Valerie,” Alan said as he pulled her into a hug, tugging her free of Scott’s hold. “Are you okay?”

She nodded against his chest. His scent was as familiar as his appearance was foreign. After her papá went to prison, Alan had been the only person from her past who had stayed in touch. When he cut ties after she graduated from high school, he had sliced out a piece of her heart.

Behind her, Scott cleared his throat.

Valerie stepped out of her old friend’s embrace and looked up into his dark blue eyes. “You weren’t followed, right?”

He smirked and brushed her shoulder as he reached for a piece of her long ponytail, twisting the strands lightly between his fingertips before dropping it. “You’re rockin’ the new color, Sweet Stuff.” Glancing at Scott, his smile dropped as he said, “And no, I wasn’t followed.”

“Why don’t we find somewhere a little less crowded to talk,” Scott suggested, his expression impassive even as something—disapproval?—radiated off him.

He ignored her questioning look and gestured toward the back of the building. They moved down a deserted path and stopped under a vine-filled trellis at the end.

“Alan,” the hacker said, sticking out his hand when they were all facing each other. “Scott, right?”

Scott scowled and glanced around, but returned the handshake.

Alan focused on Valerie. “So, how can I help?”




Scott desperately needed sleep, but even as he slouched in the backseat of Alan’s Acura thirty minutes later, he couldn’t let himself relax enough to doze off.

Up front, Alan and Valerie were catching up on old times, filling in the last decade, and generally having a grand old time while Scott fought against feeling like ammo without a gun.

And, if he were honest…jealous.

No one could miss the way Valerie looked at Alan. He was everything Scott wasn’t. Tall, broad-shouldered, well dressed, a techie like her, and very “hands on.” At every opportunity, he touched her shoulder, her arm, her hand, her hair.

Plus, she had a history with the guy. A relationship of trust.

Hell, he hadn’t even questioned her story about Hollowell framing the two of them. Just took her at her word without blinking.

And, unlike Scott, Alan wasn’t a killer.

“I can drive you as far as Texas,” Alan had said after consulting a map on his iPhone. “But I have to be back for a face-to-face with a client on Friday. The guy doesn’t do holidays.”

Valerie gave Alan an enthusiastic hug that made Scott’s chest burn. Not that Scott had any right to be jealous. He’d already decided he couldn’t risk getting intimate with her. Well, not again, anyway. There was too much at stake for that kind of distraction—the awkward tension between them was already off the charts—and he didn’t want hurt feelings when they parted ways.

But that didn’t mean he wanted to watch her go gaga over Mr. Tall, Dark, and Debonair.

Sleep would help pass the time, but he didn’t share Valerie’s blind trust of the man behind the wheel. The scenery through tinted windows turned increasingly barren. His brain didn’t have much more to offer when it came to ideas for cornering Hollowell.

Without some kind of evidence that Hollowell was involved, or something with which to extort Valerie’s old boss, Scott didn’t see any way out of this life on the run. For that, he needed Valerie’s and Alan’s expertise. Unless he could beat a confession out of the man.

Not freaking likely.

Scott’s mind went in circles, conjuring and discarding ideas, coming up with very little. But stopping meant his mind wandered to his mom. What was she thinking right now? Was she safe? Had she received his telegram?

Did she believe he was innocent?

That mattered more than it should have.

Some time later, he woke in that instant way he’d developed in Afghanistan, no groggy transition from dreams to confusion to final awareness. He might not know where exactly he was in the world—somewhere with low shrubs, some cactus, fields of cotton, and little else—but he knew immediately that he was in the backseat of Alan’s car and that it was late afternoon.

Valerie snoozed in the front seat, her head resting on Scott’s balled-up sweatshirt against the side window. Country music played faintly in the background.

Scott rubbed his face and glanced at his watch. Sixteen hundred. How could he have fallen asleep?

He caught Alan’s gaze in the rearview mirror, and the man’s eyes crinkled as if he were smiling.

“Where are we?” Scott asked, mostly managing to keep the irritation out of his voice.

“About thirty minutes east of Yuma,” the driver replied, his voice low, presumably in deference to Valerie’s slumbering state. “We’ve been on the road about three hours.”

The Marines had an air station in Yuma, but Scott had never been there. “You need a break? I can drive.” Riding in back made him feel like a ten-year-old.

“Nah, I’m good.”

Not that he could blame the guy. Scott might let Valerie take the wheel, but he’d never give up control to Alan if their positions were reversed.

They sat in silence for several minutes before Alan said, “I only have her best interests at heart, you know.”

“Glad to hear it.”

“I understand if you don’t trust me.”

Was the guy reading his mind? Scott shrugged—a gesture probably lost in the rearview mirror. “I don’t have much choice now, do I? Besides, Valerie trusts you. That’s enough for now.”

“You could go your own way. ”

You’d probably like that, wouldn’t you, asshole? Scott’s jaw clenched and he crossed his arms. “Oh, yeah? And who’s going to protect her after you drop her in Fort Worth?” And before?

“I have friends who can help.”

Was that a threat or a brag? “I think it’s better to minimize the number of people who know where she is, don’t you?”

Alan was silent for a moment. “My friends are experts at keeping secrets.”

“And unearthing them.”

The man’s dark head tilted. “True. But these people would do anything for DarkHand’s daughter.”

“Out of respect for a man who swindled banks out of millions?” Scott didn’t even try to hide his disgust.

Alan blew out a long breath. “Look, Valerie and her dad were legends. As a team, they breached some of the toughest networks out there at the time, and her dad wrote the early versions of some of the most popular tools still in use. We respect that.”

“So that’s why you’re here.”

“Dude, you can quit busting my balls, okay?” Alan glanced back, spots of color high on his cheeks, mouth a tight line. Returning his focus to the road, he said, “I don’t know what your deal is, but I’ve known Valerie since she was eleven. I’m the one who looked out for her—kept track of her—after she went to live with her aunt and uncle, fourteen years ago. Your involvement in her life is a fucking blip compared to mine.” By the end of his little speech, the guy was practically growling. “You have no right to question my intentions.”

“You’re right.” Scott relaxed a little. Alan seemed to genuinely care about Valerie, which was all that mattered. “But I’m still not leaving.”

Alan made a noncommittal noise.

“She and I share a common enemy. I think it will take both our skill sets to defeat him.” Valerie was visible in the passenger side mirror, her beautiful, relaxed face bathed in the golden light of the setting sun, lips parted as if in invitation. He tore his gaze away, watching the passing ocotillo wave their long, prickly arms in the breeze. “I’m not looking for more than that.”

He would absolutely walk away once their names were cleared. Until then he needed to ignore the things she stirred in him.

Valerie straightened and wiped her mouth, stretching her neck side to side and rolling her shoulders, coming awake by degrees. “What are you looking for?” she asked, her voice thick.

Alan met Scott’s gaze in the mirror and an unspoken agreement passed between them. “Bathroom break, maybe a snack.”

“Sounds good to me.” She turned in her seat to look at Scott with a familiar smile that made him want to crawl over the center console and claim her with a hard kiss. “You okay back there? I can switch after we stop, if you want.”

Join me. Scott shook his head. “I’m fine,” he managed to get out between gritted teeth.




They stopped overnight in Las Cruces, New Mexico. Alan got a room at a cheap motel off the freeway that was about a hundred steps up from the crappy place Valerie and Scott had stayed in Zachari…yesterday?

Had it really only been last night?

“I’ll take the couch,” Scott said now, his solemn blue eyes taking in the two double beds in the beige room peppered with red accents.

He’d been even quieter than usual since Alan joined their group, but she appreciated the buffer that her old friend created between them. It was easier to ignore her inconvenient attraction to Scott when he wasn’t the only one in the room.

But Alan’s real help was in making them anonymous. Not only had he provided them with transportation, he could rent hotel rooms and buy food without raising suspicion.

And she’d missed him.

She hadn’t realized just how much until she saw him again. He was like the big brother she’d desperately wanted any one of her cousins to be. She’d missed the way he draped his arm across her shoulders, lightly “punched” her arm when she teased him, covered her hand with his own when she got emotional. She’d missed being touched.

Jesus, she was so pathetic, but she hadn’t realized how starved for a physical connection she was. Not necessarily romantic, just…human.

Maybe that’s what she’d been craving from Scott. Maybe she’d mistaken her need for a hug for desire.

And maybe she was a fifty-pound frog.

“The couch would be more comfortable for me than you,” she said, moving closer to Alan, whose strong aftershave obliterated Scott’s enticing scent. “I’m shorter.”

Scott shook his head, his face maddeningly expressionless. “Take the bed. You need to sleep.”

“And you don’t?” She put her hands on her hips.   

Tossing his backpack onto the scarlet cushions, he said, “I can sleep anywhere.”

How about with me?

After his time in the Middle East, he probably could sleep under any conditions, but would he even try here? He and Alan had been cordial, but there was no mistaking the tension between them. She guessed Scott was not happy about giving up control, and had yet to decide if he could trust the other man. Then again, he understood the potential advantages of a third person or he would have left already.

A cool chill swept through her. The last thing she wanted was to push him away.

“Okay, then.” Dropping her bag onto the bed furthest from the door—and closest to the sofa—she said, “Thank you.”

Looking up, she caught Alan watching her, a wary expression on his face. “You two done?”

She ignored his jab and merely nodded.

“I’m going to get a pop,” Scott said, striding toward the door. “You guys want anything?”

Alan shook his head.

“Would you get me a bag of Skittles?” she asked. She needed fuel.

As soon as the door fell shut, Alan said, “What’s up with him?”

She shrugged and removed her toothbrush and toothpaste from her bag.

“And who says ‘pop?’” he asked, clearly trying to lighten the mood.

Offering up a light laugh, she said, “No idea.”

Alan moved up behind her, quiet as a cat, and toyed with a piece of her hair. “How are you holding up?”

Turning, she settled into his open arms and let out a deep sigh. “Okay, I guess. All things considered.” What choice did she have? “Falling apart isn’t really an option.”

He rubbed her upper back. “You’ll beat this, Valerie. I’ll do whatever I can to help.”

She looked up at his handsome face. Why hadn’t some girl scooped him up yet? Or maybe one had. She knew so little about his life now. “Thank you.”

“Of course.”

“Not just for today, for everything. You’ve been the one good thing in my life since my dads… I hated that we had to cut ties.”

“Me too. You and Filiberto were almost like family to me. Better than my own. In real life, I was a skinny math nerd with secondhand clothes who got bullied by the punks on my bus. Other than the one guy who took an interest in me and showed me my first online game, my home was a revolving door of men who treated my mom like shit. But online, I was part of a community. I could be anyone. And then I met your papá and he showed me where the real power was.”

“It’s addictive,” she said. Her dad had sucked her into that world too, and she’d found the anonymity and ability to create any persona far more thrilling than the analog world. “You’re finally with your tribe, and you feel so smart, so superior, like an intellectual gladiator.”

Alan nodded. “But your father got cocky and sloppy. I knew he was in for a fall—though I didn’t expect anything worse than jail time for him—and I couldn’t do anything to stop it. Once you went away to college, I figured you were better off without me in your life.” Alan pulled her in tight. “I should have tried harder to keep you out of the hacker world, both when you were still a kid, and after you dropped out of school. I’m sorry.”

“It wasn’t your fault.”

“I sh—” The lock whirred and the door opened with a loud thunk.

Valerie shot backward out of his arms and looked to her right. Only Scott’s leg was visible as he strode away. The heavy, metal door slammed shut, leaving her alone with Alan again. “What the hell?”

He jerked his head toward the door. “You should go talk to him.” His eyebrows rose meaningfully.

She could feel the heat rising into her cheeks. “There’s nothing… We’re not…” 

“Okay, whatever, but you need him. Go,” he said, gently pushing her forward. “I’ll set up a secure connection and start digging around.”

Outside, the few working lights did little to dispel the shadows that clung to the squat two-story motel. At the end of the cracked pavement she caught a glimpse of Scott rounding the corner to the far side of the building that butted up against a deserted industrial complex with roll-up doors.

Afraid of drawing any attention from the rooms along the exposed corridor, she jogged on her toes, following him around the bend without calling out. He was waiting for her, and she had to pull up short to keep from crashing into him.

She stifled a yelp and placed a hand on the cool stucco wall for support. “Where are you going?” Goose bumps raced across her skin. After two weeks on the coast of California, she’d forgotten the rest of the country was experiencing winter.

He studied her, his face half in shadow, expression unreadable, and took a long swig of Dr. Pepper from a can before answering. “Giving you and Alan some privacy.”

“It wasn’t like that,” she said, crossing her arms so she wouldn’t rub them. The sweatshirt Scott had loaned her was no longer enough to keep her warm. Her pulse pounded in her neck, insistent and almost painful, a mismatch to the faint beat of country music that floated from the tiny bar at the front of the motel. “He’s just a friend.”

“Okay.” Scott tipped the can to his lips, his gaze never leaving her face.

“He’s like the big brother I never had,” she said. “There’s nothing romantic between us. I was just thanking him for helping me. And you.”

“Great.” Scott continued to stare, his blue eyes colorless under the yellow parking lot lights, but no less intense.

Heat rushed through her veins, driving away the chill. “Why don’t you believe me?”

His stoic facade cracked, a hairline fracture, but a breakthrough nonetheless. “What do you want from me, Valerie?”

“For once, I’d like to know what you’re really thinking.” The words poured out of her, hot and messy and irresponsible. “I can’t read you at all. I’m sure you like it that way, but it’s so damned maddening.” She barely had the wherewithal to keep her voice from rising. “I can’t tell if you trust me or think every word out of my mouth is a lie. I don’t even know if you actually like me, or if you’re just here because you need my help to clear your name.”

Moving close, he crumpled the can and dropped it, and then raised both arms to cage her against the rough wall. “I like you.” He practically growled the words, his face just inches from hers and hidden in the shadows. “But I don’t do relationships.”

“I’m pretty sure we have a relationship of some kind.”

He let out an impatient breath that caressed her cheek.

“But I understand,” she said, feeling bold and a bit reckless, drugged by his nearness. “You mean we don’t have the kind where I’d do this.” She arched and rubbed her breasts slowly across his chest, creating a delicious friction that made her head spin. 

He kissed her hard, scrambling her thoughts, stealing her breath. His mouth was warm and he tasted like syrup. She lapped him up.

And then he was gone, taking his heat and his soft lips with him. When she opened her eyes, he had rolled away next to her with his back against the wall, hands fisted at his sides. “I can’t.”

She frowned as his words slipped past her lustful stupor. “Why not?” Her stomach went into a freefall. “Wait, do you have a girlfriend…or a wife?” Seemed like that would have come up sooner, but who knew?

“No.” Back to Mr. Stoic, despite their recent full body contact, he said, “I told you, I don’t…get involved.”

She couldn’t help herself, she laughed. He was actually the kind of guy who gave that speech and meant it. “You’re seriously overthinking this. We like each other, we’re sticking together for now, and our lives are shit. Where’s the harm in finding a little joy in that scenario?” If she wanted to spin stupid fantasies about happily-ever-afters and sunsets, that was her problem. She’d been disappointed before. She knew how to deal.

“It may have slipped your mind,” he said, his voice pitched low as he watched her, wary, “but I’m a killer, Valerie.”

Something in the way he said it gave her pause. I’m a killer. Was that really how he saw himself?

She swallowed to ease her dry throat. “Technically, maybe, but it’s not like you’re some kind of hired assassin.” She burrowed into his oversized sweatshirt to ward off a chill. “You protect people.”

He scanned their surroundings. “You can pretty it up, but it doesn’t change anything.” His jaw clenched tight and he gave a sharp head shake.

She pushed away from the wall so she could face him. “Look, I’m not getting on my knees to beg for sex or anything, but…”

His body stilled. A classic reaction when trying to hide a response.

Interesting. Was that what he wanted? Her on her knees?

A delicious heat curled through her as she took a step closer, energized by the revelation of her feminine power. “What are you afraid of?”

“Nothing.” He crossed his arms.

Lord only knew where this side of her was coming from. She could do almost anything for a role, but she wasn’t acting this time. Maybe it was that she had nothing to lose. Or, maybe she was tired of reacting to events, tired of feeling like she had no control over what happened next in her life.

She wanted to take charge of something.

She wanted Scott.

Dropping to her knees, she looked up and caught his startled expression. 

“Valerie.” He grumbled the dark warning.

But he didn’t move, didn’t leave. He gripped his waistband, but didn’t push her away as she unbuttoned his shorts and lowered the zipper. She tugged his boxers down just enough to free his thick erection.

No, he definitely wasn’t immune to her. She smiled.

“I’m not begging,” she said and stroked his hot skin, curling her fingers around his steely length.

His entire body went taut, and his breathing stopped.

The hard cement made her knees ache, the cold air seeped through her jeans, someone could discover them at any moment… She couldn’t care less. Until now, she had never craved the taste of a man.

A low groan rumbled from deep in his chest when she took him into her mouth, sucking him from base to tip, reveling in the feel of him against her tongue. Triumph raced through her at the urgent plea of his hand on her shoulder, his fingers suddenly tangled in her ponytail.

She caressed his balls through the fabric of his shorts with one hand and kneaded his buttocks with the other. His hips pumped, seeking more, his increasingly harsh breaths mingling with the occasional sounds of a car or truck passing on the freeway.

He never threw back his head or closed his eyes, never completely stopped scanning for potential threats, but he grimaced and bit his lower lip and furrowed his pale brow. She’d never seen him so emotionally laid bare.

Something unfurled inside her, making her heart flutter and sing.

“Val—” His breath caught. Every muscle in his body tensed, and he shoved against her shoulder.

She held tight to his backside and gave her head a small shake, making a noise of protest deep in her throat. She wanted all of him.

He came then, hips jerking as his breath shuddered from his lips in silent surrender.




















CHAPTER ELEVEN




Las Cruces, NM

Monday, 10:30 p.m.




SCOTT MANAGED NOT TO MAKE a sound as he came in a glorious burst of light, but it was damned hard. He wasn’t holding back a mere moan, or the need to call out Valerie’s name, he wanted to give a fucking victory cry.

He’d tried to hold on, to hold out, but her wicked mouth had sent him rushing headlong into heaven far too fast.

Then again, the faster the better.

Sure, he’d been flying high from getting sucked off by the gorgeous woman he’d been jonesing for all month. Out under the sky in the open air, no less—like something right out of a fantasy—but that had also left both of them unprotected, totally vulnerable, with no one watching their six. Jesus.

Fucking.

Christ.

He tucked himself into his pants and zipped up, still shaky from the mind-blowing release.

He hadn’t let a woman go down on him since… well, since before he left the Marines. Years. And it had never been like that. Not once.

Part of him wanted to go apeshit on Valerie for pushing herself on him, for keeping after him until he let down his guard. Part of him wanted to haul her back to their room, kick out her “old friend” Alan, and make love to her all night. The first option wasn’t fair to her, the second would only make their situation worse.

If she had looked even a little smug, he might have chewed her ass anyway, just to relieve the frustration and confusion building in his chest. Instead, she sported a nervous smile as she wiped her mouth, dusted off her knees, and stood.

He probably should have reached out for her, held her…done something. What exactly was the appropriate post-blow-job-next-to-a-parking-lot response? He hesitated, and her face fell as she turned away without a word. Scott scooped up his crumpled pop can and followed her back to the room, his chest hollow.

An hour later, Valerie and Alan navigated their secret online world while she munched on the candy Scott had finally remembered to give her. He knew how to lie on a rocky hill covered in brush for three days straight watching men come and go from a compound. He knew how to spend a night on a rooftop waiting in silence for someone to present as a target. He knew how to wait years for freedom from a tiny cell.

He did not know how to watch others try to save his ass while he did nothing.

Even more dangerous was that without a distraction, Valerie was all he could think about. The determined look on her face when she’d reached for him. The feel of her cool fingers against his hot, needy skin. Her mouth wrapped around him…

He hadn’t been able to think straight since.

Ignoring him now as if nothing had happened between them, she leaned against the headboard of her bed, hunched over her laptop. Before her shower a little while ago, she had twisted her dark blond hair into a messy bun high on her head that revealed the graceful curve of her shoulder and the soft spot beneath her ear where he wanted to press his mouth—

Stifling a groan, he jumped to his feet. A quick look through his backpack netted him a clean shirt and underwear. “I’m going to take a shower.” It had been a couple days, and while he didn’t smell particularly bad, he definitely didn’t smell like roses. 

Alan made a distracted noise of acknowledgement, and Valerie waved without looking up from her screen.

Scott understood that level of focus. Admired it. Was pretty much in awe of the intellectual skill required to do what they did. He was an action kind of guy, even if that action meant not moving for days. A doer. But he had nothing to contribute in a world where all the action played out in bits and bytes.

Pushing down the familiar feelings of inadequacy, he paused on his way to the bathroom to peer through the peephole. All appeared quiet in the motel’s back lot. He double-checked that the extra deadbolt was thrown and entered the tiny bathroom.

And came face to face with Valerie’s green T-shirt and a pair of lacy black underwear dripping dry on a cord pulled across the shower stall that had been installed by the motel owner for just such a purpose.

He took a three-minute shower—something he had lots of practice with—not giving himself enough time to think about her standing naked on the same spot, using the same bar of soap to wash her bare skin…

He turned the dial for a quick blast of cold water and then dried and dressed quickly. Following Valerie’s lead, he soaped and rinsed his dirty shirt and boxers and hung them on the line next to her clothes, shutting a mental door on any sappy metaphors his brain wanted to conjure.

I don’t do relationships.

She’d laughed in his face when he dropped that line, but he’d made the rule for a reason, and he needed to stick to it. All marriages were a lie anyway. Those people who played happy and posted glowing testimonials about their spouse on Facebook to celebrate their wedding anniversary were either straight-up liars or deluded. Every relationship was one lie, one hit, one cheat away from unraveling.

Who knew what might push Scott over the edge someday? Between his dad’s genes and example, and the ease with which Scott could already take out a target, weren’t his barriers even lower than the average working stiff’s? It took a special kind of person to be a scout sniper. He’d been made for it. His dad had turned him into a keen observer out of necessity. The Marines had turned him into someone who could sight a human being through a scope—know color of the man’s eyes, understand his humanity, feel his emotion—and still pull the trigger. No hesitation, no second-guessing.

Good for his job. Bad for a normal life.

The closest he came to normal was when he had a camera in his hand.

“You have a message from Kurt,” Valerie said when Scott came out of the bathroom.

Finally. They had used another online telegram to send Kurt a temporary email address where messages only stayed in the inbox for an hour. Scott shook his head. The things that people came up with to maintain their privacy were amazing and kind of scary. Good when he was the one on the run, though.

He sat next to her on the bed and was immediately assaulted by her fresh, clean scent. “What does he say?”

She angled the computer in his direction and pointed at the screen. “It’s just his burner phone number.”

“Perfect.”

A minute later, he had his boss on the line using Valerie’s disposable phone. “I didn’t do it,” he said.

“I know.” Kurt almost sounded offended. 

The surge of relief took Scott by surprise. He hadn’t even realized he was waiting for his boss’s vote of confidence. “Any word on my mom?”

“Todd and Jason have been covering her since last night. Looks like they got there just in time.”

Scott forced himself to breathe slowly. In. Out. Repeat. “Why’s that?”

“Someone tried to break into her house early this morning. Jason ran him off, but couldn’t catch the guy without abandoning her.”

“Shit.” He hadn’t really expected Hollowell to go after his mother. Somehow the man had known that she was the only person who could lure Scott out in the open. “Tell the guys thanks.” As if that was enough.

“I’m probably being monitored, but there must be some way I can help you. Unless you prove you were set up, you’ll never be able to stop running,” Kurt said.

Scott glanced at Alan. The hacker had been great so far, but Scott would rather not rely on a third party he didn’t know well. Then again, Valerie might feel the same about Scott’s friends. “We need to get to D.C. Valerie and her friend are working the data side of things, but I need to be on the ground there to see what I can find on this guy. The sooner the better.”

“I’ll see if Caitlyn can help.” Kurt sighed as if he dreaded calling the pilot. “I’ll talk to you in the morning.”

Scott checked the clock. It was nearing midnight in New Mexico, two in Virginia. He couldn’t reasonably expect Kurt to work a miracle before sunrise.

“Thank you…” He managed to drop the instinctive “sir” at the last minute. Kurt hadn’t been an officer, and the formal address made him uncomfortable.

“Get some sleep. Might be your last chance for a while.”




Early Tuesday morning, Valerie stifled a whoop of triumph and glanced around the quiet motel room. Alan had moved to the bed at some point in the night and was now slumped against the headboard with his laptop tipping from his legs onto the faded blue bedspread. Scott had stretched out on the couch with his legs over the armrest and finally dozed off around two a.m.

She’d spent the first half of the night trying ignore his presence, trying to pretend his reaction—or complete lack thereof—to their parking lot tryst didn’t cut deep. Was he angry? Embarrassed? Indifferent?

She didn’t know how to feel. Maybe their encounter had been nothing special for him. Maybe women gave him blow jobs in random places all the time.

Her mind had gone round and round until she finally, blessedly, got pulled into her online world and everything around her ceased to exist. Her butt had gone numb hours ago, but once she had a door into Aggressor, she couldn’t stop digging. The email she’d sent to Duncan’s admin from the bookstore in San Diego had paid off. Meseret had opened the attachment and even overridden the antivirus software to let the macro run—the power of using a trusted sender’s address—giving Valerie a trap door into the woman’s computer.

Valerie had spent the last five hours going through every file she could get her hands on, but it had been Meseret’s access to Duncan’s calendar that proved most valuable.

Ready to burst with the need to tell someone, but reluctant to wake either of her companions at five a.m.—they both needed the sleep—she took a potty break, washed her face, and did some quick yoga stretches to ease her tight muscles.

Across the room, Scott sat up and rubbed his face, pushing his sleep-mussed hair out of his eyes. Without a word, he beelined for the toilet and emerged from the tiny room with a scrubbed pink face and damp hair, scratching the whiskers on his jaw.

“You look happy,” he said in a low, deep voice that stroked her like the gentlest caress. His breath smelled like peppermint toothpaste.

They hadn’t touched—had hardly spoken—since last night, and even though she didn’t regret her actions, she hated the strain between them. “I have access to Duncan’s business calendar,” she said, instead.

He blinked. “Really? When we get to D.C., that could be a game changer.” A faint smile crossed his face. “Nice job.”

She couldn’t resist smiling back. “Thanks.”

His brow furrowed. “Did you get any sleep?”

“I look that bad, huh?”

“You’re always beautiful.”

Her heart yo-yoed, and she couldn’t look away. Kiss me.

A shrill ring obliterated the moment. Scott stepped aside and pulled the burner phone from his hip pocket, moving past her into the room without a backward glance. “Yeah?”

Business before pleasure. She sighed. Their survival was at stake here. She didn’t have time for romance.

Alan sat up and rubbed his eyes, and then gave her a quick “Morning” on his way to the bathroom.

“How soon?” Scott said into the phone. Looking her way, he asked, “Can we be in Fort Worth by seven p.m.?”

She opened a map site on her browser and checked the routes, ignoring the boulder in the pit of her stomach. If not for a sign on the side of the road, she could cross into Texas without ever realizing it. There was nothing to differentiate it from New Mexico or Oklahoma, nothing specifically sinister about its air or soil. And yet dread took up residence in her gut at the thought of entering the Lone Star State. Half the reason she’d suggested they stop in Las Cruces overnight instead of El Paso was to delay the inevitable.

“Looks like about nine or ten hours, plus stops… So, yeah. It’ll be a long day, but it’s definitely doable. If we leave soon, we could probably get there by five.”

“We’ll be there,” he said, turning away, listening for a few seconds. “What’s the address?” He bent over the desk and scribbled on a notepad with the hotel pen. “Thanks.”

“Your boss?” she asked when he returned the phone to his pocket.

“Yes. A charter pilot is going to pick us up at a private airfield outside the city. We’ll be in Virginia early tomorrow, and he’ll have someone waiting.”

Home. And more importantly, close to Duncan. “Perfect. But do we have enough cash to pay for that?”

“I’ve got it.”

“But—”

“I can handle it.”

She hadn’t meant to question his solvency. “It’s not that. I just don’t like to be in debt.” Of course, there were all kinds of debt. She’d never be able to repay Scott for protecting her.

“Let’s get through this first, and then we can square up, okay?”

“What’s going on?” Alan asked with a yawn as he approached from the restroom and moved past her toward his bed.

Scott hesitated.

She understood, but silently encouraged him to trust Alan as she did. If nothing else, they needed him.

“We have a flight out of Fort Worth tonight,” Scott said, finally. “Can you still take us that far?”

“Of course.”

They hit the road an hour later, getting breakfast from a drive-through in El Paso, their last chance for a major town until Odessa.

Valerie told Alan about getting access to Meseret’s computer. “How’d you do?” she asked him.

“I put out a bunch of feelers. I’ll let you know if I get anything useful.”

She did her best to ignore the growing tightness in her chest and her prickling skin and let the monotony of bleached earth and sage-colored scrub passing outside her window put her to sleep.

As the bright sun passed overhead, the three of them took turns driving and napping, and made it to the outskirts of Fort Worth just after five. Alan was at the wheel, and he pulled into a busy, brightly lit gas station off Interstate 20 as the sun dipped toward the horizon.

Valerie twisted in her seat to look at Scott, who sat in the back scanning their surroundings through the windows while Alan set the gas pump and started washing bugs off the windshield with a squeegee.

Scott had been even quieter than usual the entire day, resorting to one-word answers, initiating no unnecessary conversation, and staying out of any discussions between her and Alan.

“Is something bothering you?” she asked, happy to turn her focus outward.

His gaze strayed reluctantly in her direction. “Besides being on the run?”

“Yeah.” She swallowed hard, not sure how to ask her question, not sure she wanted the answer. “Are you mad at me for—”

“No.” His gaze moved beyond her, out the window.

Relief mingled with irritation. She would almost prefer anger to his indifference and complete lack of communication. “Then what?”

His fingers curled into a fist. “Someone went after my mom,” he finally said, his voice low and hard with the leashed fury of a bear in a cage.

“Oh, no.” Fear skittered through Valerie’s stomach. “Is she okay?”

Scott’s head dipped slightly. “So far. Jason—one of Kurt’s guys—was there.”

“I’m sorry she got dragged into this. I’m glad she’s okay.” She tugged at the heavy sweatshirt she still hadn’t returned. “You’re lucky to have such a good boss.”

“Doesn’t take much to top yours.”

“True.” Her half-smile faded. “Why didn’t you tell me about your mom earlier?”

“Because there’s nothing you can do about it, it’s being taken care of, and you have enough to worry about.”

“And you don’t? Talking about it can help, you know.”

He didn’t respond.

“Oh, yeah,” she said, feeling far more petulant than the situation required. “That would imply we have some kind of relationship. God forbid.” She faced the front again and crossed her arms. Why was she letting him get to her like this?

A long sigh emanated from the back seat. “Valerie.” Her name was tired and achy on his lips. A burden. “Last night—”

She whirled to face him, her skin hot. “Last night has nothing to do with it. We don’t have to ever touch again, but if we’re going to work together to take down Duncan, I thought it might be nice if we talked like human beings. Maybe even friends. Or does your ‘killer’s code’ prevent you from having those too?”

His lips compressed and his jaw tightened. She usually rejoiced when she could get him to show any emotion, but the menacing look on his shadowed face made her instinctively shrink away.

The driver’s side door snapped open and Alan slid into his seat with a jangle of keys. “Who’s up for some dinner?” He glanced between her and Scott, frowning. “What’s going on?”

“Nothing,” they said in unison.

Alan shook his head. “Why don’t you guys just fuck and get it over with already?”




Before he even returned to the car from the Taco Tavern restroom thirty minutes later, Scott could tell something was wrong. Something else. Half of him had expected Alan’s Acura to be gone. The tension after Scott and Valerie’s argument had driven them all to silence for the short ride to get food and relieve themselves.

Under the yellow lamplight that penetrated the windshield, he could see Valerie and Alan talking animatedly. Her eyes were narrowed, her mouth turned down. She crossed her arms and turned away from Alan, her lips compressed. And then she noticed Scott approaching.

Her eyes widened, and she glanced at Alan before exiting the SUV and intercepting Scott on the sidewalk that ran between the drive-thru lane and the side door of the building.

“What’s up?” he asked.

She looked over her shoulder at Alan, who fumed in the front seat, tapping his fingers on the steering wheel, mouth stuck in a scowl. “We need to talk.”

A group of young Hispanic men in dusty hoodies and baseball caps entered the restaurant, a thirty-something blonde with a screaming toddler dragged her kid toward a minivan, and two weathered cowboys—either of whom could have auditioned to be the next Marlboro Man—stood next to a dented F-350 shooting the shit. None of them spared a glance for Scott or Valerie.

“In the car,” he said.

“No.” She shook her head, causing the light to throw sparks off her newly blond hair. “Just you and me.”

The thought made him breathless. “Not here.” He took her small, cool hand in his and tugged her across the parking lot to a stand of gnarly trees with low-hanging branches and plenty of shadows. He faced her with a view of Alan over her shoulder. He didn’t trust the guy not to leave them behind, especially if Alan and Valerie were fighting. “What’s wrong?”

Her gaze strayed to darkness behind him. She took a deep breath and hugged herself. “Alan’s been keeping an eye on the news, and the reporters have dug up some new information.”

“About Hollowell?”

“No.” Her feet shuffled in the dark. “About you.”

Shit. Scott’s heart boomeranged in his chest. The sound of passing cars, the faint voices from the parking lot, the buzz of overhead power lines all faded, overridden by the rush of blood in his ears. “About me.”

Valerie nodded and swallowed hard. “He said you were in jail. Is that true?”

“Yes.” He should have known she’d learn his secrets. His records were protected, his name had been kept out of the papers due to his age back then, but it wasn’t hard for anyone with half a brain to put the story together. The townspeople had figured it out pretty fast. It wouldn’t surprise him at all to find out his old neighbor had contacted the national press when he saw Scott on TV.

“For…” She cleared her throat. “For killing your dad?”

His face turned hot and he fought the urge to flee. Maybe it was better that she knew. Better that she understood why he kept pushing her away. He locked gazes with her in the dark. “Yes.”

Her shoulders trembled but he didn’t dare touch her.

“What happened?” she asked.

“Does it matter?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Because…” She pressed a fist to her chest. “In my heart, I don’t believe you’re a murderer. And if I’m wrong, how can I trust myself?”

He scoffed. “Valerie, I got paid to shoot people.”

She shook her head. “That’s not the same. That was war.”

“I killed a man in St. Isidore last year.” Probably not info he should give away, but he needed to burst her little bubble of adoration. She wanted to make him out to be some kind of angel. “Guns are illegal there. The local police have no idea who did it.”

“Just for fun?” she asked flippantly. “Another day, another dead man?”

“Of course not.” Goddamn her. Why wasn’t she running back to the car, running far away from him? “There’s nothing fun about it.”

“Then why?”

“He was a threat to my teammates.”

“And your dad?”

“He was a threat to everyone in my house. He nearly killed my mom the last time he beat her.” Scott clamped his mouth shut, and breathed slowly through his nose to regain his control. 

“You are a protector.”

Memories of his little sister’s accusing eyes speared him. Not everyone would agree. He shook his head and forced his muscles to stay loose. “I’m a fucking tool, Valerie. A weapon with a brain. It doesn’t matter who’s behind the order, or the reason for it. The fact that I can do it at all should bother you. Maybe even scare you.” Didn’t she understand?

“You don’t scare me,” she said in a soft voice. “I envy you.”

His head tipped back in surprise. “Why the hell would you do that?”

“Because you did what I couldn’t.” She stepped closer and flattened her palm over his heart, sending his pulse into overdrive. “You saved your mom.”

Aw, shit. “Don’t—” 

“If I’d been braver or stronger or… I don’t know, maybe my dad would be alive now.” Her voice cracked, and kept his hands safely clenched in his pockets. “If I’d listened to him when he pleaded with me to stop working with Papá, if I’d understood the threat…” A tear slipped down her cheek.

“Hey, no, baby.” Scott had her in his arms before he could think it through. Caressing her hair, her back, pressing her close as she burrowed into him. “Don’t do that to yourself. You were a kid.”

“So were you,” she said, her words muffled against his chest.

He wasn’t sure he’d ever been a child. “You don’t want to be like me.” Holding her in his arms was heaven, and he was an ass for even noticing at a time like this. “I’m sorry about your dad, but what happened to him is on the man who killed him. One hundred percent.”

“Maybe someday I’ll believe that.” She sighed and lifted her head to meet his gaze, her golden-brown eyes shimmering with unshed tears. “You know what does scare me?”

“No,” he said, unable to look away.

“The thought of not having you with me to face down Duncan.”

Scott’s heart twisted, and he swallowed hard. She knew exactly what to say to tap that protective instinct she’d called him on earlier. No doubt she wanted him to stick around, but was her seduction a cold calculation to ensure she had a bodyguard, or did she actually want him?

He searched her eyes for any signs of manipulation, any hint of dishonesty, and found none. Only a look of desire that tightened his chest. But then, she was an expert. He didn’t know whether to run away or to kiss her. But honestly, there was no choice.

“I’m not going anywhere,” he said, and leaned in to capture her soft mouth.




















CHAPTER TWELVE




Fort Worth, TX

Tuesday, 5:45 p.m.




VALERIE WELCOMED SCOTT’S LIPS LIKE a parched desert flower welcomes the rain. The kiss instantly turned deep and hungry. She laced her fingers into his hair, tugging him closer as she explored his eager mouth, the rough slide of their tongues hurling delicious shivers down her spine.

His eager touch set her on fire as the sounds and sights of the cold night faded away. She never wanted to leave the protective cover of the broad oaks with their twisted branches and wide boughs. Never wanted to leave Scott’s warm embrace.

“What. The. Fuck?” Alan’s angry voice shattered the moment.

She jerked her head back, breaking the kiss. How could she have forgotten about Alan? She tried to pull out of Scott’s arms, but he held tight, every muscle in his body rigid as he looked over her head at the other man. Scott’s unreadable expression had returned, but his thumb still traced a slow, thrill-inducing sweep along her waistline.

“I tell you he murdered his father and you start making out with him?” Alan said to her back, his voice angry and hurt and incredulous.

A shadow crossed Scott’s face, but he showed no reaction to Alan’s taunts other than the tightening of his jaw.

“Let me go,” she whispered.

Without taking his gaze off Alan, he loosened his hold.

She reluctantly left the warm, protective circle of Scott’s arms and turned to her old friend, her chest tight. “He’s not a murderer.”

Alan put his hands on his hips and shook his head. “The law says otherwise.”

“You want to talk about the law?” She almost laughed.

Alan’s expression was like a thundercloud during a summer monsoon, dark and scary and wild. He glanced at Scott and then returned his gaze to her. “He’s a trained killer, Valerie. For all we know you’re his next target.”

Shaking her head, she said, “That doesn’t make sense. He’s done nothing but protect me, even as this whole mess has upended his life.” She could sense Scott behind her, motionless and radiating frustration and anger, letting her handle this on her own, but there if she needed him.

She loved him for that.

Her thoughts tripped. No, no, no. She loved that about him. She couldn’t—

“What about what I’ve done?” Alan asked. “I’ve been protecting you for years. I still am.”

“I know.” She forced herself to lower her voice. The last thing they needed was to draw attention. “I’ve never doubted your intentions. I’m just asking you to trust Scott’s.”

“I can’t do that,” he said quietly. “Especially now that I know the truth about him.” He closed the gap between them and gripped her shoulders. “I think you should stay with me.”

Behind her Scott shifted, but didn’t interfere.

“I need to get to D.C.,” she said. “The sooner the better.”

“You don’t even know who’ll be on the plane. It could be Duncan’s men, or…worse. Come with me instead. We’ll figure out way to get you there. Hell, I’ll blow off my client and drive you myself.”

“Please don’t.” She stepped aside, dislodging his hands. “Don’t make me choose between you.”

He scowled and crossed his arms. “I think you just did.”

“Alan.”

“Forget it.” He turned and strode toward his car. “Let’s go.”




Scott ate his tacos in the car in silence. Alan and Valerie did the same, the tension between the three of them as thick as the guacamole on his flimsy plate.

After their latest kiss, Scott could hardly take his eyes off Valerie. He enjoyed watching her eat, especially when she licked hot sauce from her fingers…

Turning his attention away from temptation, he scanned the strip mall located down the street from the taco joint where they had parked for more privacy.

“We have an hour to kill until you have to be there,” Alan said, drumming his fingers on the steering wheel. “What do you want to do until then?”

“Recon,” Scott said, even though Alan had addressed the question to Valerie. With this situation, they were on Scott’s turf. Finally, an opportunity for him to contribute. “We need time to look around and ensure that we don’t get ambushed.”

“How would anyone know to look for us here?” Valerie asked.

He shrugged. “You’re the expert on that. It’s unlikely, but we have the time to take precautions. Let’s do it right.”

Alan’s jaw tightened, but he nodded and started the engine. As he drove the dark road on the outskirts of Fort Worth, Scott squinted into the night at the streetlights stationed like sentries along the curving road of the small neighborhood. The airstrip was lined on one side by massive two-story homes, each sporting a hangar in the backyard on the edge of the runway. Being small and private, the airfield didn’t require its own air traffic control tower and didn’t have a TSA security presence.

It was the pilot’s equivalent of an avid boater living on a lake. A pretty sweet setup. The residents were likely to notice a plane essentially doing a touch-and-go, but hopefully no one would look too closely.

Scott peered through the windows, but he couldn’t see much. “I’d kill for NVGs right about now,” he muttered.

“NVGs?” Valerie asked from her spot up front. The faint glow from the dashboard threw shadows across the angles of her face.

“Night vision goggles.”

“That would be helpful.” She focused on the scenery. “What are we looking for?”

“Mostly right now, I’m trying to get a baseline for the area so we’ll notice if something changes. But keep an eye out for cars parked where they don’t belong, potential sniper roosts, anything that looks…off.”

The land around them was flat, the horizon broken by occasional stretches of leafless trees. No high ground, little concealment. Bad for snipers and potential attackers. Mostly good for them.

“We also need to figure out where to wait.”

“What about next to one of the hangars?” Valerie asked. “I see at least two houses that look empty. No lights on inside anyway.”

Scott’s thoughts exactly. “Drop me at the corner and continue around the circle. I’ll meet up with you here in a few minutes.” He didn’t want to leave Valerie with Alan—what if the man convinced her to leave Scott behind?—but he wanted to get the lay of the land on foot.

All was quiet as the Acura continued down street without him, visible in the warm circles of light cast by streetlamps. Scott jogged along the side of the first house and around the back fence to the airstrip. It was a nicely maintained concrete pad that ran beyond the curve of the neighborhood loop, meeting up with a paved path that connected to the off-runway homes.

A dog barked once or twice as Scott ran by the third house, but traffic from the nearest major road provided the only other sounds. The first dark house was in the middle of the string of homes that boasted security lighting and open blinds. The second showed more promise. It was the last before the street turned away from the runway. The neighboring house to the north had all its shades drawn, and the only lights were in the living room where the blue glow of a television flickered. Faint rumblings from what sounded like an action movie escaped into the night air. Perfect.

The house on the other side was the first on the curve and was set at an angle that blocked its view of the dark home’s back yard from all but the rear windows, which were covered with sheer curtains. He and Valerie would have to take their chances.

Scott squinted as he ran over the uneven grass, trying to make out the terrain. The last thing he needed was to step in a hole and break his leg. Or step on a snake.

Something small scurried through the brush nearby. A squirrel or rabbit, maybe. Beyond the airstrip, nothing moved, nothing glinted. There was no sign of any hides, or odd breaks in the skyline or shadows. Of course, a good sniper wouldn’t be seen, but even if Hollowell’s goons somehow knew Scott and Valerie were going to be here, the chances of his getting a shit-hot shooter here on short notice were low.

Within a few minutes, Scott was back at the neighborhood entrance and found Alan’s Acura idling with its headlights off at the stop sign where Aviation Circle met the side road from the main drag. His shoulders relaxed.

Valerie opened the passenger-side door and slid out with both of their bags.

Alan grabbed for her. “Valerie, wait.”

“No.” She pulled away and smacked the top of his doorframe. “Goddamn you, Alan. How could you?”

The bottom dropped out of Scott’s stomach. What the hell was going on?

“It was the only way I could think of to force your hand,” Alan said, his voice tight. “I’m trying to save you from yourself.”

“Well, congratulations,” she said, her harsh laugh cutting the air. “You probably just killed me.”




Alan grimaced and punched the gas, leaving her and Scott in a cloud of smoke as he peeled away, tires squealing.

“What the fuck just happened?” Scott asked.

Tremors wracked her body. Would Alan really go to such extremes to convince her not to go with Scott? “He said he responded to a reward post for any information on our location and gave them the details of our meeting with the plane. Supposedly, we’re worth a hundred bitcoin—about a hundred thousand dollars, last I checked. Each.”

Scott closed his eyes for a second and let out a deep breath before fixing his gaze on hers. “Do you believe him?”

“I don’t know.” The strap on her tote bag cut a deep groove in her shoulder, and she shifted to ease the burden. “I’d like to think he was bluffing, trying to scare me into leaving, but I can’t be sure.”

“Shit. Any idea how long ago he gave us up?” Scott grabbed her hand and pulled her toward the houses.

Valerie sighed. “At Taco Tavern, after we kissed.” Ninety minutes ago, when she’d been feeling on top of the world.

He was silent until they reached the relative shelter and darkness in the shadow of the hangar behind the second-to-last house on the runway. So far there was no sign of danger.

“I can’t let Caitlyn fly into a possible trap without warning,” Scott said. “If she waves off and we get ambushed…” He squeezed her fingers. “Maybe you should—”

“Don’t even say it. I’m not leaving without you.” She squinted into the moonlit surroundings and shuddered. Was anyone out there waiting to pounce? “We can’t abandon the pilot, and if we don’t get on that plane, we’re back to square one.”

“If Alan’s new friends show up, we might not get on that plane either way.”

“I’m staying.”

His lips flattened, but he nodded. “Okay.”

They crouched, every nerve on alert, time passing as if stuck in slow motion.

Fifteen minutes later, the sound of an engine rumbled through the wispy clouds obscuring the moon. The plane’s lights winked green and red as it descended, far too cheerful for the occasion.

The second the wheels touched, Scott pulled her to her feet. “Let’s go.”

A gunshot blistered the air as they ran toward the runway. Another deadly missile whizzed overhead, and he dove into the rough grass, taking her to the ground with him. She landed on her hip with a bone-jarring thud. He rolled them both face down and shielded her torso and head with his body.

Raising his flashlight, he signaled the pilot, but she didn’t veer off track, didn’t immediately take off without them. Instead, she taxied to a stop about half a football field away, propellers running, the plane’s tail number obscured by something that looked like mud.

Only fifty yards, yet so far.

The wooden fence behind them sprayed splinters as another loud crack shattered the night. Two more bullets followed. Too close.

“Fuck.” Scott shifted his weight to her left, keeping himself between her and the gunfire. “I guess Alan really did screw us.”

Later, she’d have to deal with the horror of her old friend’s betrayal. First, she had to stay alive.

More shots tore through the darkness, this time coming from the far side of the plane. Was someone inside the plane shooting back?

The quiet neighborhood had turned into a war zone. Please don’t let anyone get hurt. She might not have started this, but she didn’t want more innocent people to die in the fight with her boss.

She squeezed her eyes shut and focused on Scott’s warm body pressing hers into the ground. Fear raced up her breastbone like a horde of marching ants and lodged in her throat.

The gunfire paused, and she waited, holding her breath for the next round.

Nothing. Seconds ticked by into minutes as the chill bled through her jeans. Scott didn’t move. Valerie’s ears rang. The drone of the propellers increased as her hearing recovered.

Scott lifted his head and slid off her onto the ground. “You okay?” he asked, his breath warm on her neck, voice faint.

She sucked in a lungful of air, the world spinning as if she’d just stepped off a carousel. “I think so.”

“Stay down.” He pushed to his knees, leaving her cold, and crouched on the balls of his feet. Body still, he scanned their surroundings and waited.

Valerie’s pulse throbbed in her throat. Were the gunmen still out there? Her brain buzzed like angry bees and her limbs started to shake. Oh. My. God. She’d like to say she’d never been so scared, but the incident with the FBI agents was far too fresh in her memory.

Still, she’d be happy to never experience live gunfire again. How was Scott so calm? Had being in war made him immune to the fear? Helpful for the current situation, but sad. People all over the world dealt with violence every day. She knew that. But no one should have to.

Something flashed from the doorway of the plane.

“What’s that?” she asked.

“A signal.”

“All clear?” A girl could hope.

“Proceed with caution. You ready to run?” he asked.

No. “Yes.”

The nearly full moon shone on his face and illuminated his “get up” gesture. “Get on your feet but stay down and behind me.”

She did as instructed and waited on wobbly legs.

He reached back and gripped her hand, scanning their surroundings for several seconds before tugging her to standing. “Go.”

Valerie held on with everything she had and raced for the tiny door. Halfway, Scott stumbled, nearly bringing them both down, but he recovered and pulled her in his wake. Across the flat plain, red and blue lights flashed from the vicinity of the strip mall. Perfect. More men with guns who were convinced she and Scott had killed two of their own.

The small door at the rear of the plane opened and a pretty woman wearing a tan shirt embroidered with BREVARD CHARTERS waved them forward. Scott put on the brakes and stepped aside to usher Valerie in ahead of him.

“Hey, Caitlyn,” he said with an apologetic smile. “Sorry for bringing the heat.”

“Sit down and strap in,” the woman said with a clipped nod. “We need to get the hell out of here.”

Valerie dropped into one of the plush seats facing the cockpit, and Scott sat across a small table from her, his face pale. Before they even had their seatbelts latched, the woman had closed the hatch and launched herself into the pilot’s chair. Within seconds, they were on the move.

Out the window, police cars raced up the main road toward Aviation Circle.

Fear pricked at Valerie’s arms, leaving her as shaky as a near miss in traffic on the Beltway. After several agonizing seconds, the nose of the plane lifted, straining against gravity as the back wheels clung stubbornly to the ground. She gripped the armrests so hard her knuckles ached. What if the police drove right out in front of them before they were airborne?

With a swoop that made her stomach dive, they were up, soaring over the flashing strobes of the cop cars, over the Aviation Circle streetlamps lined up like fence posts, over the houses where people had spilled into their backyards and onto front sidewalks.

Valerie finally let out the breath she’d been holding. “I’m sorry. I never should have trusted him.”

“We didn’t have much choice. And, hey,” Scott waved to indicate the inside of the plane, “we made it.”

She chewed on a fingernail until she realized what she was doing and dropped her hands into her lap. “You’ve worked with her before?” she asked, desperate for a distraction as she gestured toward the pilot. Despite the woman’s no-frills ponytail and makeup-free skin covered in freckles, her auburn hair framed an elegant face and startling green eyes. Next to her, Valerie was about as appealing as a stick.

“She helped us out on an op in St. Isidore.” He glanced down and mumbled, “The one I mentioned earlier.”

She scrambled to think back to their conversation in the parking lot. Before the kiss. He had mentioned something about killing a man on a Caribbean island to protect his teammates. “Oh.” She knew so little about his life. Yes, he’d been a Marine sniper, he worked at Steele, he’d killed his dad…

He’d watched her for weeks. He knew everything important about her.

All she had on him were the broad strokes. When it came to the day-to-day stuff—what kind of food he liked, where he lived, what he did for fun, who his friends were, his hobbies—she had no idea. 

Across the table, he grimaced and went still except for the muscle in his jaw.

“You okay?”

“Not sure,” he said, holding out his left hand, palm up.

It was covered in blood.




















CHAPTER THIRTEEN




Somewhere over Texas

Tuesday, 7:15 p.m.




SCOTT STARED AT HIS HAND. The sight of blood on his left thigh stirred a strong sense of déjà vu. And, suddenly, pain.

“Let me see,” Valerie said, launching out of her chair, brow furrowed, voice steady. “Were you shot?” Okay, maybe not steady, but strong.

He gritted his teeth and focused on breathing as he reapplied pressure to the wound. Something hard dug into his hand. It felt too large for a bullet. “I don’t think so.”

Frowning, she scanned the walls and then dashed to the back of the plane, returning a second later with a red plastic first-aid kit about the size of a small briefcase. She set it on the floor and kneeled in the aisle next to him.

“Turn your chair.”

He swiveled to his right. “I can do this. I had self-aid and buddy care training in the Marines.” And Lord knew he’d “cleaned up” his mom enough times.

“But I’m here, so you don’t have to.” Valerie snagged a pair of blunt-tipped scissors from the kit. “Where’s the wound?”

“Outer side.”

“Probably best to cut your shorts than try to remove them.”

Cut his shorts.

To expose his leg.

This wasn’t how he’d imagined revealing his scars. If she stripped naked first, he could at least pretend they were having fun. Like last night. Maybe he should have dropped trou then. Would seeing the ugly remains of his injury have stopped her from going down on him?

With a gentle tug to separate the blood-soaked fabric from his skin, she brought him back to reality as she began snipping through the thick cotton at the outside of his knee, her beautiful face set in concentration. As distractions went, she was top notch.

Working carefully but quickly, she made cuts from knee to hip that flanked his hand. The cloth fell away on each side, revealing streaks of blood and—

Valerie gasped and flinched, sitting back on her heels. “Is this…?” Her gaze snagged on the tangle of damaged skin.

Like starbursts, the thick, shiny lines radiated out from his groin, arcing across the left side of his pelvis almost to his waist, and snaking down the front and inside of his thigh. As if some kid had gone to town with the modeling clay, alternately forming and smashing until he got bored and left behind an unrecognizable mess. The scars had faded to a pale pink over the last two years, but they were still ugly as hell.

“That’s old,” he said, his voice flat.

She swallowed hard and nodded, visibly shaking herself to get back on track. Gesturing to his hand, she asked, “You ready?”

With a nod, he peeled the fabric back to reveal the rest of his leg and the network of old wreckage that framed a half-inch-thick spike of wood lodged in his upper quadriceps.

“Jesus.”

The blood had slowed to a trickle, but if she removed the splinter from hell, that could change. Still, it wasn’t like he could go to a hospital. Not with his face plastered all over the news. And he was several hours of flight time from any of Steele’s other security contractors, all of whom were former Air Force pararescuemen, aka PJs—badass paramedics who rescued injured service members from behind enemy lines.

Valerie’s face lost its color.

“You want me to do it?” he asked.

She shook her head decisively. “No.” Busying herself with the first-aid supplies, she said, “I wish I had something to help with the pain. I find it helps to focus on a soothing or happy image.”

He scoffed. Thanks to his dad, he was an expert at working through the pain, but where had she learned? “I can handle it.” 

She bit her lower lip and said, “Alcohol,” as she swabbed the wound with stinging liquid.

He clenched his teeth and focused on her face, on images of her kneeling before him for a completely different reason, on the remembered feel of her in his embrace just hours before, her soft lips on his, eager tongues caressing and exploring—

White-hot fire seared his thigh and he hissed, jerking back in his seat.

“Sorry,” Valerie said, holding up a bloody chunk of wood with tweezers in one hand as she pressed gauze onto the inflamed injury with the other. “Looks like a piece of fence.”

Better than a bullet, but Jesus Christ. The wooden missile wasn’t that big, and it still hurt like a son of a bitch coming out. He released a long breath as the pain returned to a manageable throb.

Valerie cleaned the wound again and removed several smaller splinters. She packed the area with antibiotic ointment and gauze, holding it all in place with medical tape circling his leg.

“You should probably keep pressure on that for a while,” she said. “And maybe lie down to elevate your leg.”

Maybe she could join him. “Thank you,” he said, when she finally met his gaze. “You did good.”

Her smile was weak. “So did you.” She offered him a large wet wipe. “Do you want me to clean you up?”

He grabbed the cloth. “I’ll do it.” As much as he craved her touch, he wasn’t ready for her to fully explore his scars.

She watched for a moment, and then moved to restore the first-aid kit, busying herself as he lifted the torn material above his wound to clean near his groin.

Ten minutes later, he was spread out on the short love seat across the aisle with a wool cargo blanket tucked under his left butt cheek and thigh, and another blanket covering him from shoulder to toes. His right foot rested on the floor, and his left foot dangled over the armrest. A chemical ice pack balanced on his bandages.

Valerie had strapped into her seat at the table after retrieving two water bottles from a cooler in the back. “Do you need anything else?” she asked over the rumble of the engines, drawing her dark brows together over a slight frown.

You. Not that he was in any position to get busy now, even if she could look past his scars. He shook his head.

After several minutes of silence, she cleared her throat and asked, “How did you get injured?”

“Shrapnel from an IED blast. An improvised explosive device,” he clarified. “In Afghanistan two years ago. The guy walking ahead of me lost both legs, his family jewels, and half an arm. Thanks to him, I didn’t lose anything.” His voice had turned rough and he pressed a little harder on the ice pack.

Her lips gathered in sorrow. Or maybe pity. “I’m sorry. For both of you.”

Scott nodded and stared at strip of overhead lighting. Poor, fucking Donaldson had gone home to his new wife as half a man with a lot of pain and hardship ahead, and Scott—who had no wife, no girlfriend—had gotten off easy. Well, maybe not easy, but with nothing a year of surgeries, drugs, and physical therapy couldn’t mostly fix. In return, he’d renewed his bond with his mother when she dropped everything to care for him, and he’d found the start of a new brotherhood in Steele Security after he was back in fighting shape.

For the first time in his life, until this week, he’d begun to think his luck had changed.




Their flight was twenty minutes out from a private landing strip in Loudon County, Virginia when Scott sat up from the love seat with a wince, muttered “Mother fucker,” and rubbed the sleep from his face. He kept his right leg outstretched, blocking the aisle, and leaned back against the cushions.

Only after downing half of his water bottle and a couple of ibuprofen did he look Valerie’s way, his ocean-blue eyes bloodshot, but alert. “Hey.”

“How are you feeling?”

“I’m fine.” His chin rose a notch as if daring her to contradict him. “Did you get any sleep?”

“A few hours. The pilot said we’re going to land soon.”

“Good.” He glanced at his watch. “Oh one hundred. Jesus, I’m not even sure I know what day it is anymore.”

“No kidding. And it’s two a.m.”

“Right. I forgot about the time change.” After fiddling with the oversized dial on his wrist, he scowled at his ruined shorts for a minute and then stood. “I need to get into clean pants before we land.”

Using the rear seats for support, he retrieved a pair of charcoal hiking pants that had zippers around the knees to convert to shorts and tossed them onto the small sofa. Now that they were back in Virginia, he’d need the long pants.

And they’d both need jackets. She shivered just thinking about the cold rain outside.

He slid onto the love seat and wiped sweat from his forehead.

“You alright?”

“I think we should split up,” he said, his voice strained, eyes on his hands.

Her jaw dropped. “Why?”

Without meeting her wide-eyed gaze, he leaned across the aisle and took the scissors from the first aid kit she’d brought back to the empty seat. “When I wasn’t injured, I added some value to this partnership.” He lifted the hem of his black Cage the Elephant shirt to get an angle on the waistband of his shorts and dazzled her with the view of his sculpted abs. “Now, I’ll just hold you back.”

“You said you wouldn’t leave me,” she said, unable to keep the hurt out of her voice. Just hours ago when he’d kissed her, he’d made a promise. She flushed with desire at the memory and anger at his change of heart. “I believe your exact words were, ‘I’m not going anywhere.’”

He finally looked at her, color high on his cheeks. “Before this happened”—he gestured to his bandaged leg—“I could protect you. Now, I can barely walk. I won’t just hold you back, I could put you in danger.”

Men. Good God. “So, if I were injured instead, you’d want to split up so I wouldn’t slow you down?”

Scott’s lips twisted, and he gave a sharp sigh. “Of course not.” He ran a hand through his hair. “It’s just… If you hurt your leg, you could still do your computer magic. And if we had to run, I could, I don’t know, carry you or something.”

She stood and held out her hand for the scissors. He turned them over with a puzzled look.

“I can’t carry you, and you can’t do ‘computer magic,’ so I should leave you behind,” she said, snipping through the right leg of his pants with just enough care to avoid stabbing him. “Did you get hit on the head too? God, you must think I’m a complete bitch if you believe I’d walk away now.”

“Valerie.” His tone was part apology, part warning as the scissor blades approached his stomach. “No. I—”

She let him off the hook as she clipped through the thick waistband and stood. “Look, I get that you were trying to be noble and self-sacrificing or some shit like that, but we’re in this together. You wouldn’t leave a Marine behind, right?”

He shook his head and rolled in his lips as if trying to hold back ill-advised words.

“Well, I won’t leave you behind either.” She stowed the scissors in the first aid kit and unzipped the legs from his clean pants to make them easier to put on. “I’m not asking for forever. Just until we clear our names.”

Or die trying.

“Give me your shorts.” She made a “come here” gesture with her hand, the fire draining out of her. How could he believe she’d only want his help—him—if he could protect her? Did he really think that was all he was worth to her?

He studied her for several beats with the strangest look on his face, and then raised his hips and pulled the damaged shorts covered in dried blood out from under his butt, letting them drop to the floor.

For a moment, she could do nothing but stare. His abs were still partially exposed and he was mouthwateringly gorgeous from his ripped biceps to his sculpted calves. The only thing detracting from the view was his boxers.

And then, against her will, she giggled.

Scott frowned. “What?”

“Nothing,” she said, laughing harder at the bright yellow underwear covered in a tiny print. “I just wasn’t expecting…frogs.” Green ones.

He affected a hurt look. “You don’t like my cheap skivvies? Or is it that they’re not covered in rifles? Or desert camo.” He raised an eyebrow and smirked. “Maybe an Abrams tank with the big-ass main gun right down the front?” 

She laughed again and covered her mouth with one hand.

He tugged her hand away from her face, sliding his palm against her skin until their fingers curled together. “Don’t hide that gorgeous smile. I haven’t seen enough of it.”

Her stomach did a slow flip, and she swallowed hard, her smile fading at the hot look in his eyes.

The plane slowed and dropped altitude.

Scott sighed and released her, reaching for his pants. “Let’s get this done before we land.”

“No more talk of splitting up?”

He shook his head and looked her in the eye. “I’ll stick with you as long as you want me.”







As long as you want me? Jesus, Kramer. Unfiltered thoughts popped out of his mouth around Valerie at an alarming rate. Maybe working with Todd Brennan—a damn good operator who lacked all tact and couldn’t tell a white lie to save his life—was having an effect on him.

Definitely Valerie was.

Scott resisted the urge to walk his words back. Either way she interpreted them, they were true. Especially now that he was certain she hadn’t been manipulating him into staying to protect her. If all she wanted was a bodyguard, she would have jumped at the chance to part ways now that he was injured.

Instead, she’d blindsided him with her loyalty. And the realization that she wanted him as much as he wanted her.

His mouth went dry.

Despite his plan to avoid emotional entanglement with a woman, he’d moved far beyond lust and duty with her. He didn’t just desire her, he cared about her. He wanted to see her safe and happy. That didn’t mean they were destined for wedding bells—he still didn’t believe in long-term relationships, and, hell, they’d be lucky to survive the next few days—but he could quit fighting his attraction and enjoy their time together.

As much as one could enjoy losing everything and being on the run.

Pulling himself back to the reality of their plane landing, he let Valerie help him don the hiking shorts, and then zipped the legs on. While she buckled in, he gathered up his bloody shorts and stuffed them into the outer pocket of his backpack along with the dirty wet wipes and gauze. He didn’t want to leave a mess for Caitlyn—by some miracle, he’d managed not to get blood on the seats or carpet—and it was best if there was no evidence he was injured.

They touched down a few minutes later, the landing as soft and smooth as the ones he remembered from flying with her in the Caribbean, despite the rain and wind.

“Wow,” Valerie said, her eyes widening slightly. “I expected at least a few bumps.”

“Impressive, right?”

Rain pattered overhead, a reminder of the cold, wet conditions they’d face outside. He hoped like hell Kurt had been able to set up transportation and a safe place to stay. At least for what little remained of the night. Scott knew he was asking a lot, but he and Valerie needed something to go their way.

Once the plane had taxied to a stop, Caitlyn left her seat. “We’re at an abandoned airfield just outside of Leesburg. I believe you have friends waiting for you in a black Ford Explorer about two hundred yards down the street at a strip club.” She pointed toward the starboard wing. “Go that way until you hit the road. Then turn left.”

Two hundred yards? Fuck me. The way Scott’s leg throbbed, that was bound to be a long, slow walk. Not her fault, though. He rose and took her outstretched hand. “Thanks for this. I owe you one.”

“Sure thing.” Her green eyes sparkled in the dim cabin lighting. “But it’s Kurt who owes me, not you.”

He smirked. “I’ll pass that along.” Something was up between those two, but Scott didn’t have a clue. As far as he knew, his boss and Caitlyn hadn’t spoken in person for at least ten years, back when they were in the Air Force together, before Kurt was a PJ. Before he’d lost his legs in Afghanistan. Did she know about that?

“I can’t thank you enough,” Valerie said, also giving the pilot a handshake.

Caitlyn nodded. “Okay, time to get moving,” she said, all business again as she strode to the back of the plane and opened the hatch, letting in the rain and frigid air. “I landed without permission, and I have no idea who’ll come to check it out.”

“Sure thing, ma’am.” Scott slung his backpack over his shoulders and limped toward the door, gritting his teeth so he wouldn’t wince with every step.

“Shit,” the pilot said. “What happened to you?”

“Just a scratch. I’ll be fine.”

“A scratch,” she muttered. “My ass.”

He chuckled and scanned the area outside the plane for threats. Beyond the concrete strip was an open field, low hills behind it nearly invisible in the rain, despite the city lights reflecting off the clouds. No obvious threats.

He took the stairs like a toddler, placing both feet on a step before moving to the next one. As long as he didn’t bend his knee, he was fine. It was the only way to ensure he didn’t go ass over teakettle onto the pavement. Icy rain pelted his head and soaked his shirt before he reached the ground.

Valerie joined him, staying close as he hobbled behind the plane and onto the short, slippery grass alongside the runway. “Can I help?” she asked over the noise of the idling engines, her teeth chattering.

“You could go on ahead and flag down the car.”

The propellers started up, drowning her response, but she shook her head. The plane turned and taxied behind them as they followed a paved walkway behind a small shed. The rain fell harder, tapping a deafening beat on the metal roof. Beyond the building, they encountered a chain-link fence separating the airfield from the tree-lined road.

The gate was chained and locked tight. “And me without my bolt cutters.”

Valerie walked away from him, scanning the fence, presumably for a gap or hole.

He did the same for about twenty yards on his end and returned to the gate. “I think we need to go over. We’ll freeze to death before we can cover the entire perimeter.”

She looked up, hugging her shivering form. “What about the barbed wire?” The prickly topper that canted toward the road had been designed to keep people out, not in, but was effective either way. 

“We’ll have to take our chances. At least here there’s a break.” He pointed to the gate hinge where there was a gap in the barbed wire to allow the gate to swing open. “We can use the hinges as steps and slip over between the brackets.”

“Will you be able to do that?”

“I’m fine.” He could suck it up. He’d suffered much worse. “You go first.”

Without argument, she shifted her bag so one strap hooked over each shoulder, tucked her toe into a space in the chain-link fencing and pulled herself up. The barrier was only about seven or eight feet tall, but their hands were turning numb from the cold, and the rain made everything slick.

Valerie climbed like a monkey, quickly reaching the top. Once there, she crouched with her hands on the brackets that held the barbed wire and carefully stepped over to the other side, sliding her calves through the gap in the fence posts. She planted one foot on a hinge and the other in the fence, and gracefully lowered herself to the ground, dropping the last couple of feet with a muddy squish.

“Perfect,” he said. He’d forgotten she was a climber.

She beamed at him through the wires, her face wet and shiny, hair plastered to her head. “Throw me your bag. It’ll be easier to keep your balance.”

He hesitated. She was right, but his camera was the backpack. If she dropped it… Then again, if he fell, both he and the expensive toy would be worse off. With his leg protesting every movement, he had enough issues.

“All right.” He removed the bag from his shoulders and turned it straps up. “Ready?” When she nodded, he shoved it almost straight up and over.

Thank God it wasn’t too heavy. The pack cleared the barbed wire and Valerie caught it with ease. “Come on,” she said, glancing down the road in both directions.

Nothing moved, but the longer they lingered the bigger the chance of discovery.

Scott closed his eyes and flashed back to beatings from his dad and grueling physical therapy sessions, psyching himself up. Quit thinking and just do it. With a growl, he raced up the chain link. Fire streaked through his leg, but he shoved the pain aside, focusing on making his nearly numb fingers work as he climbed.

At the top, he had no choice but to use his good leg for stability as he swung over. Rather than try to pick his way around the barbed wire and climb down, he vaulted away from the fence. The second his feet hit the ground, his injured leg gave out with a stabbing protest and he landed on his ass.

He stifled a grunt of pain and focused on the water dripping from his hair as he corralled his breath. Three in, six out. This is old hat.

Valerie’s hand landed on his shoulder. “You okay?”

With a nod, he pushed to his feet and took his backpack from Valerie, motioning her forward as he slid the straps over his arms. “Let’s go.”

Dagger-like pain stabbed at his thigh as he set a quick walking pace down the road, but there was no point in slowing down now. What was a little more pain when he was already awash in it?

Scott forced himself to focus on the deserted street, watching the shadows between the barren trees for threats. The glow of streetlights hailed them from about a hundred yards out, and they soon came across a brightly lit building painted dark purple with a dozen cars in the lot.

GIRLS GIRLS GIRLS

Valerie wrinkled her nose at him. “I suppose it was the only thing open twenty-four hours.”

“Close by, anyway. Someone sitting in a car on the street this late would arouse suspicion.”

The door of a black Explorer parked on the side of the building popped open and a short, thin woman in a long parka stepped out, her face hidden in the shadow of the hood that covered her head. She waved and walked toward them.

“Tara?” he asked, grabbing Valerie by the hand and rushing the other woman. “What the hell are you doing here?”

Tara Fujimoto was Steele’s brilliant business manager. She hardly topped five-two in heels and probably didn’t even weigh a hundred pounds. No matter that she was good with a gun, she was no match for Hollowell’s hired thugs.

She raised her head, her pretty face and dark eyes finally visible in the rain-filtered light. Scowling, she said, “Nice to see you too. Get in the car and we can talk on the road.”




















CHAPTER FOURTEEN




Leesburg, VA

Wednesday, 3:30 a.m.




ANOTHER BEAUTIFUL WOMAN. APPARENTLY, SCOTT’S job was rife with them, but he didn’t appear happy to see this one.

He directed Valerie to the back seat of the SUV where a wool blanket and several towels lay stacked on the dark leather. Her hands were so numb and shaky that she couldn’t latch the seatbelt, but she had enough control to towel dry her hair and swab her clothes before wrapping the blanket around her body and over her damp head.

Her jaw hurt from trying to prevent her teeth from clacking together, and she couldn’t get her shoulders to relax. Had she ever been this cold?

In the front seat, Scott dried off in silence while Tara backed out of the parking lot. The woman turned down the road away from the small airport and jacked up the heat, blasting blessedly warm air through the vents at Valerie’s feet.

“The drive shouldn’t be bad this late. Less than an hour,” Tara said, glancing at her in the rearview mirror. “By the way, I’m Tara Fujimoto, business manager at Steele. I wish we were meeting under better circumstances.”

“Hi.” Valerie worked her cold jaw, trying to loosen the clenched muscles.

“I’m not sure if you drink coffee, but it’ll help warm you up,” Tara said, passing back a stainless steel travel mug. “I have cream and sugar if you want it.”

“Thank you.” Valerie added hazelnut-flavored cream and three sugars and clasped the precious mug with both hands. Tara had seemingly thought of everything.

“This one’s yours.” Tara looked at Scott and gestured to another travel mug. “You were limping. What happened?”

“Shrapnel.” He waved off her concern. “Valerie took care of it.”

“Shrapnel? Were you in an explosion?” Tara’s calm, almost flippant voice changed to an impossibly high pitch, fraught with concern. She took the corner a little too fast and they all swayed to the left.

“Someone shot at us as we tried to board the plane.”

“Shit.” She carefully brought the car to a stop to the side of the road just before the on-ramp to the toll road. “Was anyone else hurt?” she asked, glancing back at Valerie, who shook her head. “Is Caitlyn okay?”

“Everyone’s fine. Why are you stopping?” Scott asked, looking around at the empty street through rain-drenched windows.

“Thank God.” She grabbed her phone from the console and tapped the screen. “I’m texting Kurt and Dan. They need to take extra precautions.”

“Why isn’t one of them—or one of the other guys—here? If someone on Hollowell’s team had been waiting for us on this end, you could have been hurt.”

Tara patted his arm before putting the car back in Drive. “Aw, you do love me,” she said, her voice pretty much back to normal.

A little piece of Valerie’s heart twisted with jealousy at the familiarity between Scott and their driver. Which was freaking stupid. But how did one compete with a woman like Tara?

“Look, I know you can shoot, even under pressure. Dan told me how you held your own after you and Jenna escaped,” he said, lowering his voice, but not so much Valerie couldn’t hear him over the rain or the rhythmic hum of the windshield wipers. “But you’re not trained for defensive driving or hand-to-hand combat.”

Now Valerie was eavesdropping shamelessly. Tara’s escape?

“True,” Tara said. “Which is partly why I’m here. No one watches the secretary.”

“Nothing against secretaries, but you’re far more than that.”

“I know that, but the guys who are after you don’t. Besides, Jason and Todd are in Tampa watching out for your mom, you’re here, I don’t think Mick’s ever coming to work for Steele, and Kurt is the person they’re most likely to be watching, if anyone. Dan is at the safe house.”

Valerie assumed those were all people Scott worked with. And apparently, they all trusted him, supported him. Believed in him. Her eyelids burned. Jay had been her best friend at Aggressor. She couldn’t think of another person she’d go to at the company for help. Not one person who would be on her side in this scenario. How sad was it that she’d been there for three years and had only one true friend to show for it?

And now he was gone.

She bit back a sob as empty office buildings passed outside her window, bright cones of rain visible under the parking lot lights. Pressing her forehead to the cold glass, she closed her eyes. God, she was so tired. Tired of looking over her shoulder, tired of fighting her attraction to Scott, tired of worrying about who she could trust. And straight-up exhausted.

The droplets drumming overhead, the swish of wet pavement, and the low tones of Tara and Scott’s conversation combined with the warmth from the coffee, the hot air blowing on her feet, and the comfort of the thick blanket to pull her into a restless, half-aware sleep.

She woke as the car pulled to a stop in front of a two-story, brick apartment complex tinted orange under the streetlamps. “Where are we?” she asked, rubbing her eyes.

“Dan’s old apartment in Falls Church,” Tara said, shutting off the engine. “He and his wife just closed on a house in Vienna, but the lease here isn’t up until the end of the month.”

So they had less than a week to either take down Duncan or find a new hideout.

“He’s renting a truck after Thanksgiving to donate his old stuff, so the place is still partially furnished.”

Thanksgiving. Was that really tomorrow? How depressing. The only thing she could think of to be thankful for right now was Scott and his friends.

Okay, and being alive.

On Scott’s go-ahead, the three of them quietly exited the SUV and faced the freezing rain once more. The trip across the lot and up the stairs was blessedly quick, even with Scott limping.

Much like Valerie’s apartment building, this one had an exterior entrance rather than an enclosed stairwell that would keep out the weather.

The door to 9D opened before Tara could knock, and a man in his early thirties with short brown hair and a dark tan ushered them into a tiled foyer. The bare-walled room beyond had a gray couch, a glass-and-metal coffee table, and a rickety-looking wooden dining table with two chairs parked under a cheap brass chandelier. His house in Vienna—an upper-class suburb just outside the Beltway—was likely a giant step up from this place.

“Dan Molina,” he said to Valerie after closing and locking the door behind them.

“Nice to meet you.” She shook his hand, almost surprised that he didn’t inadvertently crush hers.

He turned to Scott, repeating the gesture but adding a back slap. “Dude, I’m sorry you got sucked into this.” He only had a couple inches on Scott, but he dwarfed him with his broad shoulders and bulging muscles. Handsome, a bit over-pumped for her taste, and intimidating as hell. “You weren’t followed?”

Tara scoffed. “If we had a tail, I wouldn’t have come here.”

“Fair enough,” he said, holding up his hands. “I wasn’t questioning your skills.”

“Thanks for helping out,” Scott said. “Sorry to drag you away from your bride.”

The other man’s grin at the mention of his wife softened his features, and Valerie relaxed a bit. “No worries,” he said. “We owe you big time. Whatever you need, you name it.”

“He needs you to look at his leg,” Tara said. She turned to Valerie. “I’m not doubting your first aid prowess, but Dan was an Air Force PJ. Like a paramedic who drops in behind enemy lines with weapons and bandages.”

Dan shrugged and tilted his head, as if to say, “Yeah, I’m a badass but I don’t want to brag.”

Jesus. No wonder he looked like a commando. “Of course,” she stuttered out, intimidated again but glad someone with real medical expertise could help Scott.

Dan gestured him to a dining chair with a frown. “Let’s take a look.”

Scott sighed and sat wearily, watching his teammate remove first aid supplies from a duffle bag.

“Do you know someone named Alan Albert?” Dan asked, walking to the kitchen to wash his hands and forearms.

Valerie’s heart slammed into her throat. “Yes. He’s the one who drove us to Fort Worth.” And almost got us killed.

Dan returned to Scott and donned a pair of latex gloves. “Kurt called when you were on your way over. Alan was arrested for helping you escape. Apparently, he’s also the one who called the cops. He’s out on bail.”

Her gut turned to a block of ice. If Alan had given her up to her enemies, why had he notified law enforcement too? After everything she’d told him, he couldn’t have been surprised that the men who were after her would use deadly force. But he’d been trying to protect her in his own convoluted way, so maybe when she didn’t change her plans—or when the shooting started—he had second thoughts.

Damn you, Alan.

Tara put an arm around Valerie’s shoulders. “I’m sorry.”

Valerie took a deep breath and stood slowly, breaking the other woman’s embrace. She couldn’t meet Scott’s gaze. He’d been right about her friend all along, and she’d nearly gotten him killed because of it.

“It’s not your fault,” Scott said.

She nodded, fixing her gaze on the cushy brown carpet and hugging her waist. All of this was her fault. If she’d only kept her mouth shut from the beginning… 

Tara cleared her throat and touched Valerie’s shoulder. “I bet you’d like to get into something dry. How about a warm shower?”

“Yes. Please.” Anything to take away the chill. And then she needed sleep. She shook off her melancholy the best she could. Reliving her mistakes wouldn’t change their situation, nor would it help her find a way out.

Tara led her past the kitchen with its Formica counters and white appliances into a short hallway that opened onto a bathroom and two bedrooms.

“There’s a change of clothes here for you.” Tara said as they entered the master bedroom. A pile of clothes was neatly folded on the queen-sized bed’s green comforter next to another set that was presumably for Scott. “I had to guess your size based on your driver’s license info, but I think I got pretty close.”

Valerie’s knees went weak with gratitude, and she suddenly wanted to cry. She was pretty sure everything in her bag except her computer—thankfully tucked into its protective neoprene sleeve—was wet. “Thank you so much. For helping us, for believing in us.”

“Of course.” Tara sounded surprised that she would expect anything less. “We trust Scott, and he trusts you. That’s enough for me.”

Valerie could only nod, still reeling from Alan’s treachery.

“There are empty hangers in the closet for your damp stuff, and extra bedding for whoever takes the couch since the spare bedroom is empty.” She opened the sliding closet doors and glanced at Valerie over her shoulder. “I assume that’ll be Scott.”

“We’ll draw straws.”

Tara smiled, but her dark eyes betrayed her fatigue. “I’ll leave you to your shower. Everything you need should be in there, but holler if I forgot something.”

Twenty minutes later, Valerie emerged warm and clean with washed and dried hair, wearing soft cotton pajamas. Amazing what a hot shower could do for the psyche. Except she could hardly keep her eyes open.

In addition to the pajamas, Tara had provided a red sweater, jeans, and a thick parka in forest green. She’d even thought to include a stretchy sports bra, running socks, and panties along with feminine supplies, a hairbrush and dryer, a razor, toothbrush, and toothpaste. And condoms.

Valerie had blushed at that.

The woman was thorough. Unnecessarily so, since it was Valerie’s fault Scott had been injured. He’d only trusted Alan on her say-so, and she’d been horribly wrong. Even if she and Scott weren’t running on fumes, sex would sadly be off the table. 

Despite all of their kisses, at this point, she could only imagine him sticking around because she could help clear his name.

Except he’d tried to convince her they should split up now that he was hurt. Had that been a test? Or was he staying with her out of guilt or a sense of duty?

She sighed, too tired to solve that puzzle, and shuffled toward the kitchen in search of more hot coffee. As much as she wanted to sleep, she could use a little more java to ward off the chill that wanted to settle into her bones again.

In the living room, Scott sat with his back to her on the other side of the dining table, slouched down so his head rested against the top of the chair. The rest of the apartment appeared empty.

“Did Dan and Tara leave already?” she asked, simultaneously nervous and elated to be alone with him. “I wanted to thank them again.”

She stopped in her tracks, her insides frosting over as Tara rose from the space in front of Scott on the far side of the chair.




Scott glanced over his shoulder as Valerie entered the room, happy for the distraction from his leg. “Dan left a few minutes ago. He’s still in the honeymoon phase of his marriage, so I kicked him out.” 

Valerie was breathtaking with her dark-gold hair hanging straight past her shoulders, wearing a red top and candy-cane-striped lounge pants. The color had returned to her cheeks, but her back was stiff and her fists were clenched, and Scott realized how Tara’s sudden appearance must have looked.

Steele’s business manager extraordinaire stood and cradled a small bundle of bloody gauze and wrappers, wrinkling her nose as she gestured with it. “I should have brought a bio bag.” She noticed Valerie and smiled. “Dan said you did a good job fixing him up,” she nodded toward Scott, “but the wound needed a few stitches. Luckily the man travels with a fully stocked medical kit. You feeling better?” she asked, striding into the kitchen on soft-soled sneakers.

Valerie caught his eye and her face flushed. “Yes.” She cleared her throat and relaxed her hands. “So much.” Looking at Tara, she smiled. “You thought of everything. I can’t thank you enough.”

Tara peeled latex gloves from her hands and dumped them with the other waste into the trash can. “No problem.” She shrugged. “This is what I do.”

It was true. Tara made sure the guys had whatever they needed to get the job done, often anticipating their needs before they did. And she somehow did it while looking like she’d just stepped out of a photo shoot. He’d never seen her in anything but a dress and heels, hair perfect. She looked different tonight, still beautiful, but more approachable in a sweatshirt and yoga pants with her hair pulled into a messy pile on top of her head. And yet, he only cared that Valerie was in the room.

Beautiful in her own way—in every way, as far as he was concerned—she was the one he wanted. The one who drew his attention no matter where she was. Her presence in the apartment was undeniable, even when she was in a different room. He was starting to crave having her nearby.

That was going to fuck him up in the end.

“I made more coffee,” Tara said. “Scott knows how to work the alarm and the WiFi, and there’s food in the cupboards and fridge.” She snagged a light-blue purse from the counter and retrieved her car keys. “Do you need anything else right now?”

Valerie shook her head. “No, this is wonderful.”

Scott rose from his chair, tugging down the fabric of his zipped-off pants to cover his thigh. He’d gone from hiding his scars from everyone for the last two years, to revealing them to three people in one day. How was that for ripping off the figurative Band-Aid? “I have the burner phone,” he said. “I’ll call if we need anything.”

Tara hugged Valerie. “Get some rest.”

Valerie laughed nervously, giving Scott an uncomfortable look.

On her way out, Tara repeated the gesture with Scott and whispered, “Good luck.”

He locked the door behind her and set the alarm.

Alone with Valerie.

He turned to face her and she frowned. “So, stitches. How’s your leg?”

“Dan gave me a local, so it feels pretty good right now.” He hobbled toward the kitchen holding the detached bottom of his pants leg. “This is nothing compared to last time.”

She nodded and bit her lip, turning away to pour a cup of coffee. “You hungry?”

“Not really.”

“Me either.” She sighed, holding the mug with both hands, rubbing her thumb over the handle.

As he passed, she reached out to stop him, but was too far away to touch. “I’m sorry,” she said.

“For what?”

“For convincing you to trust Alan.” She stared into her drink. “For putting you in danger.”

“It’s not your fault. You had every reason to trust him.”

She pursed her lips and nodded, her drooping shoulders and downcast gaze the picture of defeat. First her boss, then Jay, now Alan. Without Scott and Steele, she had nobody left on her side.

He wanted badly to hold her, but he was damp and cold and sticky so he shoved his hands into his pockets. “I’m going to get cleaned up.”

“Okay,” she whispered.

He couldn’t take a shower without ruining his new bandage, but he could get the job done with soap and a washcloth. He’d made do with less.

He was done in ten minutes, dressed in boxers and a plain gray T-shirt. He didn’t want to mess with the pajama pants if he was going to take them off again in a few minutes. The apartment was plenty warm. Every room but the master bedroom was dark, and he found Valerie sitting on the bed, legs under the covers, computer on her lap. A small furrow divided her brows and she scowled at the screen.

“Sorry to bother you. I just need to get blankets and a pillow for the couch,” he said in a low voice.

“Don’t.” She cleared her throat. “I mean, you don’t have to.” With a snap, she closed her laptop and set it on the nightstand before meeting his gaze. “We could share the bed.” At his hesitation, she produced a weak smile and said, “I promise not to bite.” Her wide, wary eyes belied her playful words.

“No biting?” His heart thumped as he adopted a mock frown. “In that case, I’m outta here.”

One side of her pretty mouth curled up but quickly dropped. She bit her lip and ran her fingers over the embroidery on the comforter. “I don’t have any…expectations,” she said. “But I’d rather not sleep alone.”

Oorah. He swallowed hard. “Okay. You good there on the left?”

She nodded and scooted closer to the edge of the bed as he approached, her gaze fixed on his face, as if she were actively trying not to look at his scars. Repressing a sigh, he slipped beneath the covers and leaned against the wooden headboard, leaving several inches between them on the firm mattress.

A long breath escaped Valerie’s lips and she hugged her knees to her chest, resting her chin atop them. “It feels weird to stop running, even if just for a few hours. Mostly good, but strange.”

Unable to resist, Scott took her hand and intertwined their fingers. Her hand was small and cool, her touch magnetic.

“Now that we’re here, I can’t figure out how to relax,” she said. “I’m exhausted beyond belief and simultaneously wired. I keep expecting one of Hollowell’s men to break down the door and…” A tremor ran through her.

“Hey,” he said, moving closer and releasing her hand to put his arm around her instead. “We’re safe here. Dan has a top-notch alarm system and only three other people know where we are.” He caressed her shoulder with his thumb. “I trust all of them with my life.”

“I trusted Alan with mine. And yours.”

“If it makes you feel better, we can leave. Go somewhere no one knows about.”

She shook her head. “Thank you for offering.” She reached up and squeezed his hand. “That means a lot, but I don’t think we’ll find a better set-up than this. I trust your friends more than some hotel desk clerk or whatever.”

Relief rode a wave through his veins. He would leave if she asked, but he had no idea where they’d go at this hour. 

She shifted slightly, snuggling into his side. His stomach dipped at the contact, and he had to force himself not to lean closer for a kiss. Despite their embrace, her shoulders were still rigid and she chewed on her thumbnail.

“I feel like I should be doing more to help get us out of this.”

He pointed to her laptop. “What’d you find?”

“Nothing yet.” She rubbed her face. “I can’t get access to Duncan’s key files. He must store them off the network or on another computer. I sent bait to several people in the IT department, but they’re well trained. And it’ll be hours before anyone else checks their email.”

“Now that we’re in D.C., we need to come up with a plan of attack,” he said, toying with a strand of her hair. He missed her natural color. “But not tonight.”

“Message received,” she said, looking at him, her amber brown eyes glowing almost gold in the lamplight. “We need to rest.”

“Exactly.” Their noses were only a few inches apart, and the need to kiss her started a war between his brain and his body. “We both know how to push through, but we’ve been running on fumes for days now. If we’re going to bring down Hollowell, we’ll need every advantage.”

She nodded and licked her lips, her gaze flicking to his mouth and then back to his eyes. “Okay,” she whispered.

Fuck it.

He leaned in to kiss her.

She leaned away. “Wait.”

What the hell? He stared at her, watching the blush creep up her neck and across her face.

“I’m not sure I can do this,” she said.

“Right.” She’d seen his scars, and that changed everything. He rubbed his left hip and noticed a slight twinge of pain returning to his thigh. Heat suffused his face—what a moron he’d been, thinking she would welcome his kisses now—and he rolled away from her to turn off the lamp on his side of the bed.

“Scott.” Her hand landed on his arm.

He flinched but didn’t pull away. “What?” he asked, sounding more pissed off than he intended, watching her in his peripheral vision. She didn’t deserve attitude.

She crawled away from the headboard and sat cross-legged near his knees, facing him. With a deep breath, she said, “I have a scar too.”




















CHAPTER FIFTEEN




Falls Church, VA

Wednesday, 5:30 a.m.




VALERIE’S HEART SLAMMED AGAINST HER rib cage, beating out a warning. Don’t do it. Don’t do it. Don’t do it.

Scott’s expression changed from stony implacability to soft-jawed surprise in response to her confession. “From what?” he asked, his mouth turning down as he straightened and looked at her with those bright blue eyes.

She swallowed hard. The flash of a blade, fire-hot agony, blood dripping between her fingers. Her dad gasping for breath.

“Hey,” Scott said, pulling her back to the present. “Forget about it. You don’t have to tell me.”

“No. I want to.” She squared her shoulders and shoved the painful images back into the vault in her mind where they belonged. Fingering the bandage on her arm where she’d cut it at the gas station, she said, “I tried to stop the man who murdered my dad and…he cut me.”

There. It was out, and she’d managed to sound almost normal, even as bile rose in her throat. Would she ever be able to look back on that day without having a visceral reaction?

Scott clenched his fists and muttered, “Mother fucker,” under his breath.

She twined her fingers, dreading what came next. For several moments, the only sound was the rain pattering on the roof and wind slapping the screen against the window.

“So you’re a protector too,” he said, his words stopping her from lifting her shirt.

Her world tilted at his unexpected response. “What do you mean? I was too slow to react, and he killed him,” Valerie said, forcefully. “I failed.”

Scott gave a wry laugh. “Taking action is what counts. You called me a protector, but do you have any idea how many times my dad hit my mom before I finally stopped him?” His voice rose and darkened with self-contempt. “Do you know how many times I wanted to step in front of him but did nothing? And when I did finally grow a pair, I might as well have been a gnat fighting an elephant. Until I got my hands on his gun, I was worthless.”

Valerie’s heart hurt, even as his words began to heal something within her. Why was it so easy to have compassion for others but not ourselves? “You’re right.”

Scott’s eyebrows rose.

“Not about being worthless,” she added quickly. “About intentions. We both wanted to protect someone. My dad died anyway, but I did my best.” Believing that in the depth of her soul would take some more time, but she could feel the shift inside her as a physical thing, and despite their current circumstances, her body lightened. “And you eventually found a way, though I wish the boy you were had another choice.”

“Me too.” Scott’s gaze roved the bedcovers for several moments, unseeing. “My mom was relieved, but I think she was scared of me after that. After all, if I could kill a man, was I any better than Richard ‘The Dick’ Kramer? My sister hasn’t spoken to me since.”

No wonder he expected her to be frightened by him. The two women he cared about most had rejected him for taking the action that had saved them. For doing what came naturally to him. Not killing, as he thought, but defending others. “I’m sorry.”

“Yeah.” He clasped both hands behind his head and stared at the ceiling.

“You don’t scare me,” she said softly. 

He dropped his hands and met her gaze, his eyes smoldering like blue fire, but he made no move toward her. She’d put him off before, and she’d let the conversation veer away from her ugly wound, happy for the change of topic. Except now they were back where they’d started. She craved his touch, but he hadn’t yet seen her scar, and she was unwilling to spring it on him in the heat of the moment.

Slowly, her eyes never leaving his, she removed her shirt and tossed it to the floor.

His breath left him in a rush as his gaze skipped over her naked breasts and snapped to the puckered line that slashed across her ribs from just beneath her right breast to her left pelvic bone. “Jesus,” he whispered.

She gripped her thighs to keep from covering herself with her arms or the comforter. “It’s ugly.”

Reaching out with a wince as he jostled his leg, he skimmed his fingers lightly over her ruined skin. “It’s a fucking badge of bravery.” His voice was full of awe and anguish. “I only wish you’d never had to earn it.”

Tears sprang to her eyes. For fourteen years, she’d regarded her scar as the mark of her dad’s killer, a way for him to continue to intrude on her life. And more importantly, a mark of her failure. “I’ve never thought of it that way,” she said, beginning to see everything in a new light through Scott’s eyes. He never registered revulsion. Anger on her behalf, maybe. Or sorrow. But not disgust. “Thank you.”

Their eyes met. “Thank you for trusting me,” he said, his gaze flickering to her breasts and back to her face as she slid off the bed and stood next to him. He licked his lips and watched her, not bothering to hide his desire.

Heat shimmied through her and made her stomach tingle. “I showed you mine…”

He hesitated long enough that she thought she’d miscalculated. Then he said, “You just wanna get me naked.”

She gave him a coy look, “Maybe.”

His answering smile lit his gorgeous face, and her heart stuttered. He let his gaze roam over her body, cranking up her inner furnace as surely as if he’d touched her. “I don’t think I’m ready to bare all,” he said, leaning against the headboard ever so casually and putting his hands behind his head in a way that showcased his ripped biceps. “Not without some incentive.”

“Oh, yeah? How’s this for incentive?” She shucked her pants and underwear and carefully straddled his lap.




Scott’s heart nearly leapt out of his chest at the sight of Valerie naked. She was so fucking beautiful, scar and all. Except he wanted to hunt down and kill the bastard who’d hurt her—both physically and emotionally—so badly.

But now, right now was for getting his hands on all of her smooth skin and her fabulous curves.

She straddled him and he almost lost it. Mind. Blown.

“Christ, you’re hot,” he said, combing his hands into her hair and pulling her in for a kiss he’d been waiting hours to take.

Her lips were soft and warm and willing, and he plied her with soft brushes and nibbles and licks until she opened for him. He fell deeper under her magic with every sweep of her sweet tongue and stroke of her hands over his chest. She tasted like mint and joy and redemption and he couldn’t get enough. He wanted to tear off his boxers and bury himself so deep inside her that he forgot his name.

With a quick nip at his lips, she withdrew, putting enough space between them to look at him. Her gold-flecked brown eyes shone with mischief and heat and need. “You’re not holding up your end of the bargain.”

He spread his palms over her generous breasts, kneading their delicious softness and caressing the dark pink nipples with his palms. When her gaze turned slightly out of focus, he said, “I got distracted.”

“Hmmpf.”

Chuckling, he leaned forward and suckled her gently. She gasped and closed her eyes. He sucked harder and lightly scraped her rigid flesh with his teeth. She moaned and dropped her head back, grinding her pelvis onto his impossibly hard erection.

Holy shit, she was incredible. As much as he wanted her—right fucking now—he could no longer imagine the quick and dirty fuck he’d craved just minutes earlier. She wasn’t some meaningless lay, and he didn’t want to rush.

Her breath came faster as he continued to fondle and nuzzle and kiss her. “Take off your shirt,” she demanded.

“You do it.”

She tugged his T until he had to part from her to get his head and arms free, nearly ripping the seams in the process. God love her enthusiasm.

He dove toward her, impatient to bury his face in her soft bosom, but she pushed him away. “Let me ogle,” she said, narrowing her eyes in mock anger.

Scott couldn’t hold back a laugh. Who knew she’d be playful in bed? He freaking loved her like this.

His smile faltered. Don’t get attached.

But how could he not? The way she looked at him… Jesus. His heart fluttered like a wounded bird.

Growing up, he’d been short and scrawny. The Dick had called him a pencil neck, a bag of bones, a twig he could snap with his bare hands… The girls at school had thought he was “cute,” like their little brothers. Fucking demoralizing for a horny teenager. Scott couldn’t change his height—which at five-nine was statistically about average, but felt short nonetheless, especially at Steele where the other guys were built more like Dan—but he had hit the gym hard in juvie and packed on as much muscle as his body type would allow while in the Marines.

“You’re the sexiest man I’ve ever met,” Valerie said, toying briefly with the HOG’s tooth strung around his neck before reaching out to trace his pecs. Her feather-light touch sent shivers down to his toes. Then she trailed her fingers slowly over the ridges of his abs leaving sparks in her wake. When she reached his boxers, her fingers slipped beneath the waistband and skated along the edge of the fabric as she held his gaze.

He forgot how to breathe as she tugged the only barrier between them lower.

Taking her hands in his, he stopped her progress and gave her a desperate, hungry kiss that stretched out far longer than he’d intended. “Hang tight,” he said, lifting her hips to move her off his lap.

She frowned, but scrambled aside. Once on his feet, he took a deep breath, drew his underwear down over the bandage, and let the boxers drop to the floor as he straightened.

The moment of truth.

Her eyes widened.

As much as he wanted to believe she was impressed by his cock, his scars had her full attention now. He shouldn’t worry. Did he want her any less for the nasty ribbon that cut across her ribs? Hell no.

Still, she was the first woman to see him naked outside of a hospital. What if his scars sent her running for the hills? Heaven knew he avoided them whenever possible.

“How long were you in the hospital?” she asked, scooting to sit on the edge of the bed, posed like some kind of X-rated pinup.

Despite the stellar view, his erection softened at her question, and he sighed. “Almost a year.”

She gasped.

“My femur was broken in several places. Plus, the burns… And I needed a lot of physical therapy.”

She bit her lip and looked up at him. “May I?” she asked, waving her hand at his pelvis.

He nodded, mesmerized by the sight of her elegant fingers so close to his gnarled skin as she moved in closer.

Her touch was so light he couldn’t even feel it. She glanced up. “Is that okay?”

“Yeah. The nerve endings are pretty much destroyed.”

She traced the lumps and tendrils of skin with slow, deliberate strokes and then placed her palm flat over top of the worst scars and gripped his hip. Something in her demeanor shifted, and her silken breath caressed his penis.

“I’m so glad you survived,” she said, her voice hoarse.

His dick twitched and came to life again, and he nearly groaned in embarrassment. Great timing. He made to step back, but Valerie wrapped her fingers around his renewed erection. His pulse tripped.

“Make love to me,” she said, her gaze steady, resolved.

“Why?” The word came out before he could stop it, but if this was a pity fuck— What? He’d say no? Yeah, right.

She released him as she leaned back on the bed resting on her elbows and—thank you, Jesus—spread her legs, giving him a glimpse of the treasure hidden beneath her dark curls.

He turned painfully hard.

“Because I’ve wanted you for days and I don’t want to wait any longer.” Watching his face, she lay flat out and raised her arms over her head. “Make love to me, Scott.”




Valerie shivered in anticipation as Scott kneeled carefully before her. Every five seconds she wanted to cover her midriff, hide the ravaged skin that marked the worst day of her life, but the hungry expression on his face—like a wolf on the prowl—reminded her that he didn’t care.

In his eyes, she wasn’t damaged.

Logically, she knew that. His scar didn’t change her opinion of how sexy he was, so it should be the same for her, right? But that hadn’t been her experience with men in the past. They either treated her with too much care, or were turned off. Either way, the scar interfered.

But not today, not with Scott.

He ran his rough palms up her thighs, massaging as he went and following the trail he blazed with hot, openmouthed kisses that made her body tingle and yearn. And made her thankful that she’d shaved her legs with one of the razors she’d found in the stash of toiletries. He tugged her closer to the edge of the bed and slid his hands under her buttocks, lifting her slightly, bringing her closer to his mouth.

Her face heated—she’d never done this with the light on—but then he licked her in one long, powerful stroke and she forgot about the light, her scar, being on the run, and everything but the warm, electric pleasure rippling from her core out to her limbs. He kissed and licked and suckled, sometimes diving into her with his tongue and then returning to lavish the most sensitive part of her body with loving attention, his beard rasping against her thighs amping up the onslaught of sensations.

She tangled her fingers in his soft hair and held on for the ride, forgetting to breathe as he snaked a hand up her body and caressed her left breast. Eyes closed, she arched up as everything within her came together in a single, shining point of light and then burst apart like a supernova, showering her with stars, like glitter raining down from above.

A noise escaped her, half cry, half moan, and she fought for air as he eased her down with butterfly kisses on her stomach.

Putting his right knee on the bed, Scott moved over her and gave her a smoldering grin. “You are the hottest thing I’ve ever seen in my life.”

She laughed, suddenly shy. “You did that.”

He nodded. “I did.” He spent a few minutes exploring her breasts with his mouth and hands, ramping up the heat that coursed through her, before looking up with a playful smile. “I’m going to do it again.”

“But—”

He cut her off with a slow, sensuous kiss that went on for days and chased away all thought. When he pulled back, he said, “There’s nothing I’d rather be doing right this second than tasting you.”

Oh.

Her heart swelled. In this moment, the way he looked at her, the way he touched her, she could almost believe this was something more than a quick fling, something more than the fleeting attraction of two people forced together under unreal circumstances.

Without waiting for a response, he snuck a hand under her back and slid her higher on the bed. Then he lowered himself between her legs and set her on fire again and again and again, until her muscles were worthless and she was desperate for him.

He stretched out on his right side next to her and caressed her ribs. She rolled to face him, and began stroking his erection until he closed his eyes on a groan. “Stop,” he said, gently holding her wrist. “I want to be inside you when I come.”

Her pulse tripped. “I’m ready.”

His chuckle sounded strained. “I’m more than ready, but we need a condom and I don’t want to stop touching you long enough to go searching for one.”

Reaching over her head for the nightstand, she opened the drawer and removed one of the condoms she’d stashed there earlier in a fit of wishful thinking. Thank God for optimism. “Wish granted.”

“You planned this,” he said, his tone amused as he stroked her thigh, seemingly incapable of breaking contact.

She could feel the blush creeping up her face like a rising flood. “Hardly, but I planned for it. You know, just in case.”

“I hope you put a few more in there.” He shifted onto his back and let her roll the condom on. “First ride’s free,” he said, gesturing her to climb on.

She laughed and threw her leg over him, careful to avoid his injury. Which made her pause. “Is this going to hurt you?”

Sitting up, he gave her a hard, fast kiss and said, “If I’m not inside you in the next five seconds, I’m going to be in a lot of pain, and not from my leg.”

“I’m serious. What if you pull a stitch or start bleeding again?

“Stop thinking. I’m fine.” His thumb swept her clit and her breath hitched at the intense rush of heat. “Stop worrying and make love to me, Valerie,” he said, echoing her words back to her.

“Only if you don’t move your hips.” She leaned over him, placing her hands next to his head and brushing her breasts against his sculpted chest. “Just lie there and let me do all the work,” she said, summoning her most seductive voice. Two could play at this game. Luckily, this was a game they’d both win.

His hands encircled her waist. “Yes, ma’am.”

“You promise?” She drew out the words as her mouth traced a path from the edge of his beard, down his throat, and across his shoulder.

“Scout sniper’s honor, honey. Now fuck me.”

His rough command made her body throb with desire. Reaching between them, she guided him to her core and slowly settled on his hard shaft, rocked by the sensation of being filled by him.

He groaned and closed his eyes. “Jesus,” he muttered, stretching up to capture her breast in his hot mouth.

For a second, she held still, savoring their connection, the sense of total completeness. Then his hips jerked, and she sat up to ride him, her rhythm turning faster, more frenzied as the delicious friction pushed both of them toward the edge.

Scott’s hands gripped her upper thighs hard, and he clenched his jaw, blue eyes dark as twilight as he came with a low, animal growl.

The sounds of his pleasure pulsed through her, heightening the sensations that pushed her closer to ecstasy. Then he once again stroked her with his thumb as she rode his aftershocks, spinning her to new heights.

She was close. So close.

With another caress and a slow thrust, Scott set her alight. She soared above them and slowly drifted back to earth on a warm cloud, collapsing onto his sweat-slicked body, listening to his steady heartbeat, unable to lift a single, pleasure-pummeled muscle.

Rain pattered on the roof, while he made lazy circles on her back with his fingers and gently kissed her hair. “I’m never moving again,” she said.

“Works for me.”

Valerie couldn’t remember a more perfect, more magical moment in her entire life.

Then a soft ding came from her computer.




















CHAPTER SIXTEEN




Falls Church, VA

Wednesday, 6:30 a.m.




SCOTT SIGHED INWARDLY AT THE sound of the bell and tightened his hold on Valerie. He finally had her in his arms and, goddammit, he didn’t want to let her go. She was beyond sexy, all warm and pliant, her soft breasts mashed pleasantly against him.

He was drawn to the feel of her skin on his in a way he’d never been with anyone else. Attraction was one thing, but with Valerie it went to a whole new level. He couldn’t stop touching her, stroking, caressing, kissing.

And what the hell did he do with that?

Don’t overthink it.

There was too much going on to worry about whether they had a future together. For now, he’d take what he could get and try to make sure they survived.

Valerie groaned and crawled off him toward the nightstand. “Who the hell is in at this hour?”

“What is it?” he asked, trying to cover the unpleasant shock of losing contact with her skin.

“Someone took the bait.”

“Holy shit.” He sat up. “Really?”

She slipped under the comforter, unfortunately covering her nakedness, and propped the laptop on her knees. Within seconds, she was typing away madly on the keyboard. “Someone plugged in one of my USB drives.” She gave a triumphant fist pump.

Whatever that meant. Unable to push aside his disappointment at being interrupted, he used a tissue from the box on the nightstand to remove the spent condom and then held up his shirt and skivvies like a shield as he stood to cross the room. He needn’t have bothered. Valerie was so engrossed in whatever was on her computer, he could have danced naked on the bed and she might not have noticed.

He understood that kind of focus. His life’s work was based on it. That, and patience. Valerie shared those qualities with him. Whereas he could spend weeks in the desert tracking and observing a target, she willingly spent weeks—or even months—attacking her target’s defenses until she found a vulnerability.

Patience and focus. His had been legendary, even among scout snipers.

But around her—with the exception of delaying his own gratification while tending to hers—both traits pretty much went out the window. Now, all he could think about was how soon he might be inside of her again.

Obviously, she wasn’t similarly affected at the moment.

Christ. Time to cowboy up and shift his focus back to what mattered here.

He cleaned up in the bathroom, and then returned to the bedroom and slid on the pajama pants Tara had bought for him. “Want some coffee?” he asked Valerie, resigned to staying up despite being dead on his feet.

She glanced up and frowned. “You’re dressed.”

Maybe she wasn’t as immune to his presence as he thought. With a shrug, he said, “You’re working.”

“Not much longer.” Her attention returned to the keyboard. “It looks like this is Eli’s laptop. He’s not connected to the corporate network right now, but I uploaded a script that’ll get me everything I need if he logs in. Otherwise, we’ll have to hope one of my other schemes works.”

Scott sat next to her on the bed and rested his palm on her knee, unable to be this close without touching her, even with the comforter separating them. “How did you get a flash drive into Eli’s hands?”

She grinned in triumph. “My usual social engineering techniques were out. One, because I couldn’t be there in person, and two, because Aggressor is more on alert than usual with me on the run. When I was in Missouri, I bought some drives and Ethernet cables on the dark web that have radio transmitters embedded in them, along with a transceiver with a WiFi hotspot. Then I repackaged the drives and cables to look like they had come from Aggressor’s normal supplier, mailed them off, and hoped it would take a while before someone realized the shipment didn’t match any orders.”

“So, whoever opened the box stuck everything in the supply closet, and at some point Eli grabbed one.” Damn. Scott whistled his appreciation. “But where’s the transceiver? I’m pretty sure no one would be dumb enough to leave that lying around.”

“The range is several miles, so I sent it general delivery to the nearest post office. They’ll hold the package for thirty days, so we still have about two weeks left before I lose the ability to intercept a signal. That’s assuming they’re diligent about clearing the general delivery bin.”

“I’m a little bit scared and a whole lot turned on right now,” he said.

She laughed and tugged him close for a quick kiss. “The NSA used the technology pretty extensively. Once Snowden leaked it, people rushed to create their own versions. It is kind of scary.”

“So this transceiver has enough battery life to last a month?” He licked his lips and scooted closer to the head of the bed, gently nudging her hips over to make room.

“Yeah. The device uses very little power when it’s in wait mode, and it only fires up the WiFi when it needs to transmit.”

“But why not just put…what’s it called? Malware.” He snapped his fingers. “Why not put that on the USB and have it set to notify you once it has network access?”

“That would be easier,” she said, “but this gives me more control, including the ability not to infect the user if I don’t think they’re worth it, or if I think it’s too dangerous. I have some pretty elegant scripts that could go through much of that logic automatically, but they’d be difficult to hide on the user’s system. It can be done, but that requires NSA-level coding skills that I don’t have. Besides, I’ve been wanting to try this new tech out.”

“Damn, you’re sneaky and brilliant.” He grinned. “I admire that in a woman.” Who ever thought he’d be obsessing over a geeky chick?

She turned a pleasant shade of pink and shrugged. “Only problem is, we have to wait for someone to need a flash drive or a cable, and hope they choose one of mine.”

“What about the email trick you used on Hollowell’s admin?”

“You know how small Aggressor is. If I send something like that to too many people it’ll get back to the person whose email I spoof. There are a few other phishing schemes I can try, but I need to figure out the bait and the landing pages first. I started researching everyone at Aggressor and their families before, um…before Jay.” She cleared her throat and Scott took her hand. “I’ve even managed to become friends with a few of them on social media using fake profiles. I’ll be able to target them based on their interests or background, but all that takes time.”

“With any luck, the cops—and Hollowell—think we’re in Mexico.”

“So far, luck hasn’t been on our side,” she said.

He stroked her cheek with his thumb. “I don’t know about that. We got lucky a few minutes ago, didn’t we?”

An indignant sound escaped her lips, and she gave him a playful but solid punch on the arm.

With a chuckle, he slid his hand behind her neck and kissed her thoroughly, not letting up until she moaned into his mouth and moved her laptop aside to tug him closer. They were both breathing hard when he broke the kiss to turn his attention to her neck, burying his face in her sweet-smelling hair.

“I think—” She gasped at his gentle bite on the taut muscle of her trapezius and gripped his biceps hard. “I think we…could both use…a little more luck…right now. Don’t you?”

“Hell, yeah.” Tugging down the covers, he filled his hands with her breasts, gently squeezing, caressing, craving. He clasped his mouth around her nipple and she arched against him, sliding her fingers into his hair. 

“Mmm.”

Just like that, he was locked and loaded and ready to fire. Jesus. She pushed down his pants and skivvies far enough to release his dick as he groped for a condom, scattering several packets across the top of the nightstand.

The sheets and comforter were flung back and within seconds he was sheathed and positioned between her knees, ogling her spectacular body. In one slow thrust, he entered her fully, a little shell-shocked at the fucking amazing feel of her wrapped around him.

He held still for a long minute, trying to catch his bearings.

“Scott?” She lifted her head and her brows drew together. “You okay? Is it your leg?”

“No, I’m fine. More than.” He hardly noticed the throbbing in his thigh as he slid almost all the way out and then buried himself deep. “I’ve never felt better in my life.”




Valerie woke to a daylight-bright room and the silence of a storm now passed. According to the bedside clock, it was just after two in the afternoon. She blinked. Had she really slept seven hours straight? That hadn’t happened in months.

Then again, she’d been worn out in more ways than one.

A warm glow spread through her body at the memories of making love to Scott, and she rolled toward him. He lay on his back, hands tucked under his pillow, covers kicked back to reveal every inch of naked skin.

Asleep, he looked more like the man she’d known for a brief time before she’d gone on the run. Less intense, more easygoing. Like someone who took life as it came and knew how to laugh at its absurdities. Relaxed.

Freckles she hadn’t noticed before sprinkled his shoulders and the bridge of his nose. His tan lines were faint, his arms and legs only a few shades darker than the rest of him. When Valerie got too much sun, she turned dark as a walnut. Did he turn lobster red and then peel? She wanted to know that and so much more.

Based on his T-shirts, he liked alternative music. He had a big camera, and he’d been in jail. But an acute desire to know everything about him washed over her.

Did he prefer beer or wine, dogs or cats, ocean or forest? Did he have a favorite color? A string of ex-girlfriends? Did he like to read fiction or nonfiction or—God, forbid—nothing at all?

She sighed and took in everything from his dark blond surfer locks down to his neatly clipped toenails and all the mesmerizing muscles and evidence of manhood in between. His scars still shocked her, but they didn’t bother her. The damage was merely another facet of him that made him unique, like the shape of his lips, the rich timbre of his voice, and the mesmerizing blue of his eyes.

And she supposed it was the same for him when he looked at her scar. He sure as hell hadn’t been bothered by it a few hours ago. Letting the covers drop, she stretched her shoulders back and mashed her boobs to her chest so she could see the mark left by her attacker’s long blade.

Scott had called it her “badge of bravery.” Hesitantly, she ran her fingers along the raised ridge of skin from end to end, forcing herself to see and feel and own this dreaded part of her. You survived. You did your best. The fourteen-year-old girl she had been deserved to be praised for her efforts, didn’t she? She deserved the sympathy and love that no one had been able to give her since she lost her dads. She wasn’t naive enough to think she’d magically learn to love her scar overnight, but she didn’t have to let it rule her either. Why couldn’t she rewrite the story she’d been telling herself for years?

Maybe eventually, if she worked at it, she’d start to believe the new story deep in her soul.

My badge of bravery.

The man who’d given her that gift stirred and opened his eyes, caught her staring. “Morning.” He gave her a smile that made her heart skip. “See anything you like?”

She let her gaze roam slowly over his body. “Well, I’m rather fond of your freckles. They’re cute.”

“Cute?” He scowled and sat up. “Fuck that.” Pushing to his feet and snagging his boxers off the floor, he said, “There is nothing ‘cute’ about me.” His voice was playful, but with an undercurrent that hinted she’d accidentally hit a nerve.

“Hey,” she rose to her knees and grabbed his arm.

His gaze strayed to her breasts and lower, and his expression softened as she tugged him close. “What?” he asked, focused on her mouth now.

“You are cute.”

His expression retreated behind a blank mask.

“And gorgeous.” She combed both hands into the hair at his temples. “Handsome. Totally ripped. Smart. Fun.” Their gazes locked as she dragged her nails down his back and a shiver ran through him. “And so freakin’ sexy it almost hurts to look at you.”

 He shook his head and chuckled. “You’re good. But you don’t need to stroke my ego, Spiderchica. Save your energy for more important parts.” He rocked his hips against her and captured her mouth with a hard, demanding kiss, nothing like his patient exploration from the early morning, but equally thrilling.

Heat spiraled through her veins.

Lifting her, he backed away from the bed and set her onto her feet. His hands cupped her face and he kissed her deeply while guiding her toward the wall, the heat building between them like an inferno. “Turn around?” he asked, breathless, blue eyes blazing.

Excitement jolted through her. Yes. She pivoted and pressed her hands to the cool, rough wall, spreading her legs as she looked over her shoulder at him. “You going to give me a thorough pat-down this time?”

Rather than answer, he made a strangled noise and stepped into her, wrapping one arm over her shoulder so he could knead her breast while the other banded across her hips. His hand skimmed down her belly and between her legs, and she moaned at the feel of his hot mouth on the side of her neck as his fingers slid inside her.

“Hang tight,” he said in a gravelly voice that scraped over her like the rough palm cupping her breast. His body retreated for a second as he reached for a condom from the small pile strewn across the nightstand.

He rolled it on and molded his body to hers, his mouth picking up where he’d left off as his hands roamed freely. She jolted when he found the spot that drove her wild, and arched back, rising onto her toes, seeking relief from the ache within.

“Scott, now,” she whispered, biting her lip to keep from begging.

His mouth sought hers, licking, exploring, biting. And then he slid inside her in a powerful thrust that made her knees buckle. The delicious onslaught continued as he pumped his hips and kept up the full-body assault with his warm hands. Delirious with pleasure, she was hot enough to melt into the floor. She could hardly keep up with her breath, and little sounds of ecstasy mingled with Scott’s in an erotic chorus.

Breaking the kiss, he said, “God, baby, you’re fucking amazing.”

She felt amazing.

He hooked an arm around her hips and planted his other hand next to hers on the wall, his thrusts increasing to a frenzied pace. “Come on,” he said, sounding almost in pain. “Come for me, V.” He gently scraped his teeth along the soft skin above her shoulder, and she gasped.

Gossamer threads held her in suspension, in thrall to the blissful sensations that hit her so fast and hard she wanted to cry for mercy and implore him to never stop. She focused on the rough glide of his erection as he drove deep, ratcheting up the heat with every stroke. Pressing her fingers into the wall, she rode the crest of pleasure until the feverish tension snapped and she went limp as her body dissolved into pure light, every nerve humming like an electrical wire.

Scott came soon after and kissed her jaw softly as he pumped a few more times and pulled out. He tumbled them both to the bed and spooned with her, their heavy breaths mingling, bodies damp with sweat.

“God damn,” he said when he’d caught his breath. “That was…” 

“Yeah.” She rolled to face him, her stomach dancing with happiness and nerves. “It was…” Amazing. Earth-shattering. Life-changing.

He glanced behind her at the alarm clock. “Fifteen hundred,” he said with a sigh before planting a quick kiss on her lips. “I guess we should try to get some actual work done.” Caressing her cheek, he said, “But you’re making that really difficult.”

Her heart tap-danced. “Ditto.”

“Shower first?”

She nodded and sat up as he rose from the bed, every gorgeous naked inch of him. “No tattoos,” she said, propping herself on her hands. “How’d you get through the Marines without one?”

He chuckled. “I know, right? They’re practically mandatory.” His smile dropped and he rubbed the back of his neck with one hand. “In juvie, too.”

Valerie wanted to kick herself for bringing it up now.

“I haven’t really thought about why before, but I’ve never wanted ink. The idea of handing over control to someone else, giving them the ability to mark me forever has never appealed to me.” He crossed his arms. “There was very little I had control over when I was younger, even my body. So now I’m reluctant to relinquish it. I don’t trust easily.”

But he trusted her, and her heart did a slow flip as she realized now how much of a gift—and responsibility—he’d given her.

He held out his hand and she took it, letting him pull her to her feet and toward the shower.




Twenty minutes later, Scott set a mug of steaming coffee and a bowl of instant oatmeal next to Valerie’s computer and joined her at the dining table with his own breakfast.

“Thanks,” she said, without looking up from the keyboard. She had swept her hair up into a high ponytail before their shower, and several damp strands curled around her ears.

God, what was it about her? He was quickly getting in over his head with this woman. Neither of them could afford the distraction, but it was too late to turn back now. He was hers for as long as she’d have him.

Right now, she needed an experienced tracker and killer on her side, but if they ever got their lives back, that would change. Even if she could love him, he’d never trap her in the sham of marriage. Never keep her tied to a man like him, who’d been born to violence.

And, hell, when had he started thinking about love? He massaged the back of his neck. What a fucking goat rope.

“You’re not eating,” she said, glancing his way. “Everything okay?”

“Yeah, just thinking.” He took a bite of the goopy oats. Too sweet. “We can’t get anything done if we stay holed up in here.”

She raised her eyebrows. “Too close to the bed?”

He laid down his spoon and lowered his voice. “I think we proved that we don’t need a bed.”

Her face flushed a sweet shade of pink, clashing with the red sweater Tara had left for her. The way it snugged across Valerie’s breasts almost made him want to kiss Tara in thanks.

He resumed eating with great effort, welcoming the distraction of scalding coffee. “What are you trying to get off the Aggressor computers?”

“Originally, I was hoping my email conversations with Duncan would still be on the mail server, but everything pertaining to the illegal hacks he assigned me has been conveniently deleted. I copied them onto a thumb drive and hid the drive at work, but it’s not like we can waltz in there and get it.” She frowned and ate a spoonful of oatmeal. “So, now I’m trying to get into the servers where sensitive documents are stored, hoping to find any piece of evidence that helps us.”

She sighed. “I have a backup plan since we can’t wait around for Eli to connect to the remote server. Everything’s finally in place to start a coordinated attack on Duncan’s friends and family, as well other people at Aggressor. I’ve already sent a friend request to his wife Cathy on Facebook posing as a member of a private book club group she’s in, and I have a few other lures out there.” Her fingers tapped at the keyboard again. “Did you know Sid collects stamps?”

“Really?” Scott shook his head and tried to imagine the uber-pumped security specialist carefully placing a stamp into a book with tweezers. If that’s what collectors did. “How does that help us?”

“We can go phishing.” She smiled. “I can tailor my email to something he’ll be more inclined to open.”

“Like what?”

“A message that appears to come from his favorite website saying their server was hacked and he should log in to change his password. Hopefully, he’ll assume he accidentally signed up using his work address and not think about it too hard.”

“It almost seems cruel, tricking people like that.” As much as Scott needed and admired her skills, the things she—and others—could do were enough to make him want to live in a cabin in the woods, completely off the grid. “Makes me glad you’re on the right side.”

“I wasn’t always.” She cast her eyes downward and bit her lower lip. “I hate doing this to Sid too, but I’m not going to mess with his personal info. I’m only using him as a door into Aggressor.”

“I know. It’s okay.” He squeezed her hand. “Do you have to create an entire website for that?”

She smiled. “No, I’m going to grab an unused piece of real estate on the deep web and create a splash page. If Sid clicks the link, he’ll get to that screen and then receive a server error if he tries any of the page links. By then, I’ll have control of his computer, and once I’m in the network, I can access anything that’s not encrypted. Assuming there’s anything to find at this point. I’m sure Aggressor is even more locked down than ever, and I expect Duncan would cover his tracks. But if anything’s still there… We have to try.”

“Definitely.” What else were they going to do? Scott’s head spun. She hadn’t been idle during her time on the run. Not even close. She’d spent every waking hour putting together pieces of the puzzle, planning her own attacks, and researching.

Reconnaissance and surveillance. At her core, she was a patient observer, just like him. Only she tracked targets, searched for defensive weaknesses, and attacked online instead of in the field. She cloaked herself in bits and bytes as effectively as he concealed himself in a ghillie suit.

And like him, she’d suffered, she’d been scarred. There wasn’t another woman in the world who could understand and connect with him the way she did. Fuck.

Was this pain in his heart, this fear in every cell of his body, what falling in love felt like?

Even as he shrank from the idea, part of him wanted to open his arms and embrace the joy of it. Embrace Valerie. He hadn’t been touched—not in any meaningful way—in years. Had shied away from human contact even. And now he couldn’t get enough of it. Not when it came from her.

You’ll hurt her someday. The thought sliced him like a knife to the gut, but he couldn’t deny the truth of it. He’d hurt everyone important in his life. Why would Valerie be any different? If she made him angry, would he lose his infamous cool and strike out?

With his dad, it always started with verbal abuse and escalated until The Dick snapped and beat the shit out of his mom. Then the honeymoon phase where he was remorseful and apologetic. His dad would go for weeks, sometimes months, treating her like a queen before he lashed out again, each time worse than the last.

Scott had been through endless rounds of counseling in juvie. He knew not everyone “loved” like that. He knew his dad wasn’t normal. He also knew his dad’s blood ran in his veins, and he’d been raised on brutality. He couldn’t change what he came from. Scott had loved his father—the way a dog loves the master who kicks him—but he’d still put three bullets in the man’s chest. He wanted to believe he was different from his old man, but was he?

Was he the protector Valerie took him for, or was he The Hulk, calm as all fuck…until he was pushed too far and he mowed down everything and everyone in his path?

The things she could do were incredible. She was incredible. He wanted her like he’d never wanted anyone or anything in his life. She filled a void in him he had denied for years. She was smart and beautiful and fun and sexy as hell, and Scott flat-out wanted her for himself.

But he couldn’t risk it.

His chest tightened like a screw in a bolt. How the hell he was going to let her go?

“Scott?” Valerie asked, pulling him back into the moment with a slight frown on her pretty face. “Did that make sense?”

Get your head back in the game, Kramer.

He took a deep breath, rolled all his messy feelings into a little ball, and mentally tossed them into space, blanking his expression as he let his eyelids drop into ambivalence. “Yeah.” He nodded. “I got the gist.”

No need to make her explain it all. He trusted her now, and this was her area of expertise. He had his own.

“Okay. I’ll start working on laying the trap for Sid.”

“Before you do that, let’s look at Hollowell’s calendar. I think we should be surveilling him in person. We need to get to know our enemy. His schedule, his habits, what matters to him, who he meets with, if he cheats on his wife…”

Her gaze settled on the scarred wood of the table. “It’s a huge risk, but I agree. If he’s selling state secrets or even corporate secrets from the companies Aggressor has been hacking into, he might have to meet his buyers in real life. There’s a lot of law enforcement lurking on the dark net. In the past they’ve even had officers working undercover as moderators on illegal forums, and confidential informants running VPNs.” She must have seen the question in his eyes. “Virtual Private Networks are a way to let users access a computer server over the Internet, theoretically in anonymity. Everything’s encrypted, so it should be a secure way to share files and communicate. Businesses use them all the time to allow employees to log in remotely.”

“Why theoretically anonymous?” Scott asked.

“Anyone working through a VPN should be untraceable back to his original location, but an unscrupulous VPN owner can monitor and log everything. In a big case a few years ago, a hacker learned about a vulnerability in a cell phone network’s computer system and used it to access the company’s user names and passwords. Remember when all those celebrity photos were leaked?”

He nodded, growing less and less enamored by the minute of the smart phone sitting in his old apartment.

“That was him,” she said. “He logged into the movie stars’ accounts to access their text message history. Anyway, he later used a well-known, hacker-friendly VPN to log into a Secret Service agent’s account to look for information about ongoing investigations and upcoming raids. Turned out the VPN was run by a confidential informant for the feds, who watched the whole thing play out onscreen.”

“Jesus.”

“Right?” Valerie laughed self-consciously. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to babble. My point was that Duncan might worry about communicating with his buyers, even on the dark web. Unless, of course, he has a VPN he trusts.”

“So we cover all the angles and hope like hell we catch a break.”

She nodded. “Catching him in the act would be great. If we can use photos to convince the feds to go after him, they’ll have to get warrants for Aggressor. Then I can tell them where the flash drive is and they’ll have enough to start investigating.”

Scott clapped his hands together, eager to finally be on the offensive. “Okay, once you put out your phishing lures, we’ll go hunting.”




















CHAPTER SEVENTEEN




McLean, Virginia

Wednesday, 8:00 p.m.




VALERIE HAD FORGOTTEN HOW BORING surveillance was. As a kid, she would bring a library’s worth of books and work her way through them while her papá sat watchful, occasionally pointing out something of interest for her to take notes on. Security shift changes, garbage pickup schedules, what time the target left work, car makes and models, and license plates all had gone into her sparkly purple notebook.

Now, she sat in the near dark, reclined in the passenger’s seat with Scott next to her behind the wheel of an old-but-clean gray Camry Dan had left at the apartment for them. Even bundled up in a parka, scarf, and fleece beanie that hid her hair, she shivered.

“Aren’t you cold?” she asked, taking a sip of hot coffee from the travel mug Tara had given her, and savoring the short-lived boost of heat.

“Nah.” Scott didn’t take his eyes off the massive red-brick colonial sitting on maybe an acre in McLean. Duncan had parked in the driveway and gone inside a couple hours earlier. They’d followed his white BMW to the upscale neighborhood when he left Aggressor at six p.m.

Her boss’s choice to live in one of the wealthiest zip codes in northern Virginia didn’t surprise her, but his proximity to the CIA’s Langley Headquarters did. 

“How much do you think that place would go for?” Scott asked, shaking his head. “It’s got to be at least five thousand square feet, more if the basement’s finished.”

“Probably several million,” she said.

He shook his head. “Who needs that much house?”

She couldn’t imagine. Her apartment was probably smaller than the garage.

Scott had parked as far as possible from the nearest streetlight, and she could barely see his frown under the pale wash of the setting moon as he glanced at her. He turned and rummaged in the back seat, producing a small first aid kit. “I knew Dan would have one,” Scott muttered. Inside he found a Mylar blanket. “Wrap this around yourself under your jacket,” he said, unfolding the crinkly silver fabric. “It’s too shiny to wear over your shoulders.”

Duncan’s street was lined with empty cars—apparently even wealthy folks with three-car garages had too little space, or too many vehicles, to park all their cars inside—which provided great camouflage for her and Scott, but in a neighborhood like this, people wouldn’t hesitate to call the police if they noticed anything suspicious.

She opened her parka and wrapped the ridiculous blanket around her middle, and then zipped her jacket to cover it.

“Better?” Scott asked, taking her gloved hand in his.

His touch, even through multiple layers of fabric, warmed her more than the blanket. “Yes, thanks.”

Conversation had been sparse between them all evening, and she had no idea why. Okay, admittedly, awesome sex when the future was so uncertain, and without the ability to sneak out the morning after—not that she’d wanted to—could make things awkward. But he’d seemed fine until their afternoon breakfast. Something in his demeanor had changed while they were discussing hackers. He’d gone from openly admiring to emotionally shut down in a matter of minutes.

Was he one of those guys who didn’t like it when a woman knew more about something than he did? She had seen firsthand how vicious a man could be when his masculinity was threatened, but she hadn’t pegged him as the type. Still, how well did she really know him?

“I’d like to stay until at least thirty minutes after all the lights in the house go out,” he said. “Will you be okay that long?” Whatever had changed, he still seemed to care about her.

“Yeah. The blanket is helping.” She watched out the window, counting her breaths until she worked up the nerve to say, “Can I ask you a personal question?”

“Shoot.” His gaze roved the neighborhood.

“How did you get into the Marines with your conviction? Was your juvenile record sealed?”

He released her hand and shifted in his seat, crossing his arms over his chest. “Juvenile records are generally not public, but law enforcement and the military still have access. Lucky for me, the Marines were desperate for warm bodies to go to Iraq. I had earned my GED in juvie, and they decided, given the circumstances of my crime, my dad’s history of abuse and such,” he waved a hand in the dark, “that I was an acceptable risk. Worthy enough to fight and die, at least. During the troop surge in 2007, they let in far worse than me. Maybe not in huge numbers, but most people have no idea.”

“You say that like you’re one of the bad guys.”

He shrugged.

She brought her knees to her chest and hugged herself, wishing she could think of something to say that would change his mind, and cringing at the harsh crinkling sound made by the blanket. “But you wanted to enlist?”

“Hell, yeah. I wanted to get as far away from Montana as possible, get a fresh start.” He gripped the steering wheel, twisting with gloved hands. “I had a lot to prove. To myself. To the world…” His self-deprecating laugh ushered in that preternatural stillness that seemed to be his native state. “What’s more badass than the Marines when you’re an eighteen-year-old boy, right? No matter how small you are, nobody questions your toughness if you’re one of the few, the proud. At least, that’s what I thought then. I guess I mostly still do.”

She regretted calling him cute now. He’d clearly been teased—maybe even bullied, probably by his dad too—for his size. If she’d met him when he was eighteen, would she have been drawn to him the way she was now? They were both different people then. And yet, maybe not.

“Did you like it?” she prompted, hoping to keep him talking.

“I fucking loved it.” Still staring through the windshield, he said, “I loved every minute of it. ‘Embrace the suck,’ is one of the Corps’ mantras. But everything in my life before the Marines was ‘the suck.’ Prison—shitty as it was—was a step up from home. The Corps? That was the good life. That was my family.”

Her throat tightened. They had so much in common, but until her dad was killed, Valerie’s life had been easy. If one ignored that Papá had sucked her into his underground world, he’d been a good father. Kind, patient, caring, playful, stern without being too strict. And he’d loved Dad to distraction. Valerie knew what a loving relationship and a happy home were like.

Scott had never had it easy. He’d been an innocent boy raised in a violent home, driven to make a terrible choice. And he’d paid for that choice in so many ways. Valerie was the one who’d broken the law and never paid for it. Not through the legal system. Losing her dads and the years that followed had been their own form of punishment, but she’d had food on the table, a safe place to live, and no jail time, no record. Was karma finally catching up with her now?

Except it had given her Scott, and he was a far better man than she deserved, even if he didn’t see it.

“Why’d you get out?” she asked.

His harsh laugh punctured the relative quiet of the car, the puff of air from his lips faintly visible in the chill. “Getting blown up has a way of changing your perspective. By the time I was fully recovered, the mission had changed. I wasn’t sure I fit into it anymore.” He rubbed his left hip. “And honestly,” his voice turned low and rough, “I doubted my ability to protect my teammates, so I chose not to reenlist.”

“I’m sorry,” she whispered, amazed and grateful that he had opened up to her so completely.

He cleared his throat. “Me too.”

At some point, he must have changed his mind about his skills or he wouldn’t be working with Steele now. She could only hope it provided some of the brotherhood and sense of family that the Marines had given him.

What she wouldn’t give for her own tribe, for people she could trust to have her back, for Scott to be the first—the heart—of that elusive group.

They sat in silence for another half hour as the moon slipped toward the horizon, dropping the night further into darkness. Her thoughts raced round and round like a greyhound on a track, desperately searching for some magical way to prove her and Scott’s innocence and coming up empty.

“He’s moving,” Scott said.

Down the street, partially blocked from view by rows of leafless branches, the BMW’s lights flicked on, and the car backed down the long asphalt driveway.

Her heart sped up. “Did you see if he was alone?”

“Yep. Just him.” Scott peered through the pair of night vision goggles—NVGs—Dan had left in the apartment for him and watched the luxury car through the windshield. “What do you think? Did they forget the cranberries?”

Five minutes later, she and Scott had tailed the car to a nearby VABC store, Virginia’s commonwealth-run liquor retailer, and parked in a dim corner of the lot with a view into the brightly lit storefront through floor-to-ceiling windows.

“Watch for a drop, a brush pass, or anything unusual,” Scott said, raising his large Nikon to his eye and peering through the telephoto lens. He snapped photos continuously as they both scrutinized the man’s every movement.

“Catch anything?” she asked once her boss had returned to his car. Impotent rage ran through her like an earthquake, causing tremors from head to toe. How could Duncan toss her to the wolves and then go about his life as if he hadn’t thoroughly ruined hers?

“No.”

She heaved a disappointed sigh, even though she knew better than to expect to catch him in the act on their first day of watching him. “Me either.” Realistically, it’d be a miracle to catch him doing anything illegal…ever. She and Scott could sit surveillance for the rest of their lives, hiding in the shadows, phishing Aggressor’s employees, and never get what they needed.

Mexico was looking better by the minute.




As soon as he’d locked the door to Dan’s apartment, Scott pinned Valerie to the wall and kissed her. Sitting beside her all evening without being able to touch had been a new kind of torture. Not to mention a distraction that made it hard to do his job.

She responded to his overture with an enthusiasm as addictive as heroin. What was it about her? She tasted like heaven and had a body like the Devil’s own temptation. Every slide of her tongue, every caress of her hands down his backside sent him spiraling.

Reluctantly, he pulled away and paused to catch his breath, head hanging low. “You’re dangerous.”

“I’m not the only one,” she said, her beautiful brown eyes sparkling with desire and amusement. “You’re distracting me from work.”

He gave her another quick kiss, forcing himself to release her from the cage of his arms and step away.

She set her laptop on the breakfast bar and moved the stool out of the way to stand in front of the screen. “I’m tired of sitting.”

A small, green sticky flag covered what he assumed was the camera lens at the top of her screen. “What’s that for?” he asked, pointing.

“In case someone hacks my computer. This way they won’t be able to get video if they activate the camera.”

Jesus, was nothing safe?

Within minutes, she had downloaded all the photos from his camera and they sifted through them. The images from their surveillance were a bust. Nothing about Hollowell’s transaction in the liquor store appeared suspicious, even when they zoomed in. Of course, a simple exchange of words was all it would take for him to set up a meeting or a drop. “We’ll have to keep following him,” Scott said, pushing away from the counter to start the coffee maker.

Valerie sighed and continued to peruse the downloaded images. She inhaled sharply and then frowned. “You took pictures of me?” Her gaze met his over the wide counter. “Why?”

Shit. He swallowed hard, but really, how shocked could she be? She knew he’d followed her for weeks. Still, it must have felt like an invasion. “Yes. I’m sorry.”

“This one I get.” She turned her computer so he could see the photo of her getting into her Prius. “And this one,” she said, switching to an image of her talking to a blond man at the rock climbing gym.

He was pretty sure he knew where she was headed, and his stomach dropped. “But this one?” She pointed to the screen, now showing her in that professional-but-oh-so-sexy red dress she’d worn for her visit to Janus.

“Or this.” A close-up of her face as she walked away from Janus beaming with satisfaction appeared on the monitor.

“I couldn’t help myself,” he blurted. Heat spread from his neck to his scalp. “It’s not like I was going to build a shrine or anything…creepy. As a photographer, I have an eye for beauty. I wanted to capture yours.”

An answering blush tinted her cheeks, and she swiveled the laptop in her direction again, her gaze darting to the image. She bit her lower lip as she studied the picture.

Scott abandoned the coffee maker and moved around the bar to stand next to her, careful not to get too close. He shoved his hands in his pockets so he wouldn’t try to touch her. “In the beginning, you had me fooled,” he said.

Her chin came up and her brow dropped, and he plowed on. “You dressed to be ignored, and it worked. Even on me at first. You were an assignment, nothing else. Pretty, but otherwise unremarkable.”

Her lips thinned.

“Which is exactly what you wanted,” he reminded her. It hadn’t taken him long to realize that she hid behind her dumpy clothes to help the men she worked with forget that she was a woman. As much as that was possible. The fact that she felt like she needed to go to such lengths made his fists clench. But then, he’d been a Marine. He understood how subtly—or overtly—hostile a predominantly and historically male culture could be for a woman. He’d just never given it much thought until now.

“But that day,” he continued, “after you got past the Janus guard, I saw a new side of you, smiling and fearless and confident. And fucking stunning in that dress… I couldn’t help but snap a few photos.”

Returning her gaze to the screen, she ran her fingertips lightly over the glass. Did she even realize how much he gave away with that picture? His feelings might as well have been written in neon given the lighting, the focus, the way he framed her face.

It was as if he stood naked before her, but this time it wasn’t his clothes that were missing, it was every defense he’d ever built, every barrier he’d ever erected for concealment. He realized now that he’d begun to fall in love with her that day, and it was obvious in every pixel of her image.

He stood rooted to the ground, his breath shallow, head spinning. He could no longer deny it. I love her.

Fuck.

“I was playing a role,” she said finally, scattering the jumble of thoughts in his head. “That’s not me.”

“Bullshit.” He shifted close enough to catch her light floral scent and pointed to the picture, fighting the urge to bury his nose against her neck. “That is you. That’s you after pulling off the lie, when you thought no one was looking. The only other time I’ve seen you look that honest, that unguarded, is during sex.”

Spots of color rose on her cheeks again, and the memory of her coming apart while he took her against the wall made him uncomfortably hard.

She opened her mouth and then closed it again, biting her lower lip as she returned her focus to the computer monitor.

“Take a good, hard look at yourself, Valerie,” he said. “You are more than your failures, more than your scars, more than your past. You are that woman,” he tapped the monitor, “and she’s incredible.”

And now that he’d pretty much given away his hand, Scott wished he had some kind of ghillie suit that would make him invisible in Dan’s living room.

“Thank you,” Valerie finally said, her voice soft as a puff of air. She stared at the image for several heartbeats before giving him a curious look. “Taking pictures is a lot like being a sniper, isn’t it?”

Talk about being blindsided. His pulse drummed in his ears. “What do you mean?”

“Oh, come on.” She met his gaze with a skeptical brow, warming to her topic. “You need the patience to find the right position, the ideal angle. You have to sight your target and adjust your aim. And then you have to lie in wait for the perfect moment to take your shot.” Her expression softened, and she reached up to trail her fingers through the hair above his left ear. “But in this case, no one dies.”

He kept his hands jammed in his pockets as his throat closed up. She had just nailed him.

How had he never seen the parallels between his old life and his new hobby?

But in this case, no one dies.

For him, photography was a therapy of sorts. A way to help him deal with what he’d seen and done. An excuse to ignore everyone around him for hours at a time without appearing crazy. A way to frame the world exactly as he desired.

A way to preserve a target rather than destroy it.

“Don’t make me out to be something I’m not,” he said. “I don’t regret a single kill. Every one of them was a threat.”

“Protector,” she whispered with a nod.

Her fingers wrapped around the back of his neck, and he couldn’t look away. He began to feel decidedly un-calm standing so close to her.

The desire to kiss her overwhelmed him. With every cell in his body he wanted to pin her to the wall and sip the vitality from her lips and lick it from her skin. To plunge deep into her body and tap into her vibrant sparkle. Not to steal it from her, but to share it with her. To let it heal him from the inside out.

The apartment was suddenly too warm, too small. They didn’t have time for this distraction, and he couldn’t afford to let his feelings get in the way of the job they had to do.

He stepped out of her reach before he did something stupid, like haul her into his arms and confess his love.




By three a.m., Valerie had everything set up for several of her phishing attacks on people at Aggressor. She even had one ready to go for Cathy Hollowell on the off chance that the woman and her husband used the same personal computer. Duncan might not keep anything on his home drive, but people got careless and arrogant all the time. It was worth a shot.

Valerie would send the emails later in the morning during typical business hours to arouse less suspicion.

Listening to a running loop of Santigold and the Renegades through her earbuds while she worked, the tasks had kept her busy enough to ignore her confusion over Scott. She’d wanted to be creeped out—or at least pissed off—by the pictures of her on his camera, but the images had been more artistic than stalkerish. She couldn’t explain it, but the mood of the photos had been decidedly…admiring.

Not only that, he’d somehow taken her from pretty—enough to occasionally turn heads or distract a guard with her cleavage—to almost beautiful. And, God, his words. She shivered at the memory of those words. You’re that woman, and she’s incredible.

For one breath-stealing moment she’d had the sense of something important and wonderful hovering between them, but then she’d ruined it, like a speck of glitter in the air that turns out to be dust lit by the sun.

She’d spoiled the moment with her obviously unwanted observations about the similarities between photographers and snipers. Hadn’t she thought herself clever? And, more importantly, like she finally had some profound insight into what made Scott tick.

Stupid.

Could she honestly be shocked he wasn’t happy about being psychoanalyzed? No wonder he’d backed away.

She let out a long sigh.

Her computer dinged softly through her headphones and she stopped absently combing hacker forums for news to check the alert.

Yes! For whatever reason, Eli had connected to the Aggressor corporate network in the middle of the night.

Her fingers flew over the keyboard as she fired the commands to launch a malware program through Eli’s connection that would give her a backdoor into Aggressor. She was proud of the scripts she had written and excited to see them out in the real world. Also nervous, since this could be the most important hack of her life.

Scott mumbled something from behind her. She removed the earbuds and looked over her shoulder at him. 

He roused from the sofa and rubbed his eyes, checking his watch as he stood. “What’s going on?”

“Eli logged in,” she said with a grin.

Blinking, his demeanor went from soft and groggy to upright and alert in an instant. “Oorah. Now what?”

“I used the connection to upload a virus to the Aggressor server. He got us past the firewall, and my scripts will set up an administrative username and password that resides in the compiler.”

Scott squinted.

She waved a hand. “Sorry. Basically, they shouldn’t even notice it’s there, and it’ll be nearly impossible to get rid of without wiping their systems.”

“What about antivirus software?”

“That only works on known code. All of my scripts are clean as virgin snow. I rewrote my old functions from scratch and didn’t borrow from anyone else. So even if the Aggressor admins added the phrases from my old work to their antivirus database, it won’t help them.”

“Smart.” He tilted his head side to side, his neck popping loudly in the quiet.

She scrunched her nose at the ghastly sound.

“Sorry. Bad habit.” He strode into the kitchen and opened the pantry, staring idly at the boxes and cans Tara had left behind for them. “How long until you’re in?”

“I’m in now.”

He whipped his head toward her, eyebrows reaching for his hairline. “That fast?”

She laughed. “Faster than a speeding bullet.”

“And potentially just as destructive,” he said without rancor as he snagged a box of pita crackers from the shelf.

“True. Or helpful.”

He conceded her point with a half nod and set the crackers and a tub of hummus on the bar across from her.  “Hungry?”

At the sight of the food, her stomach rumbled. “Yes, but I need to start digging around at Aggressor, see if I can find the emails Duncan sent me. I’m hoping there’s a backup somewhere.”

“Eat and type.”

“Yes, sir.” She tapped her fingers to her brow.

“I wasn’t an officer.”

Reaching for a cracker, she caught his gaze. “So?”

“So. Only officers get saluted.”

“Why?”

He shrugged. “Tradition. It dates back to medieval knights showing respect and good intentions, and the military—especially the Marines—is hardcore about its rituals.”

“I know nothing about the military. If you weren’t an officer, what were you?”

“Enlisted.”

“What’s the difference?”

“Education.” He frowned at his fingers, which were splayed on the counter. “Officers have to have a bachelor’s degree.”

“Oh.” She’d had no idea that was how the military worked, but she absolutely understood the resentment that came with limited opportunity.

Just one more thing they had in common. One more reason she connected with him. Maybe even loved him.




















CHAPTER EIGHTEEN




Falls Church, VA

Thursday, 3:30 a.m.




THAT BREATHY EXHALATION REMINDED SCOTT that Valerie was super techie-smart and he was nothing but a foul-mouthed grunt who’d had to bust his ass for a GED while behind bars. Okay, maybe he was a slightly enlightened grunt—he did read a lot now, and he had earned his Associate’s degree in the Corps—but a ground-pounder nonetheless.

His dad had beaten that into him well and good.

There had been moments in his younger days, glimmers of promise, when The Dick had seemed to care. Days when he was more sober than drunk, or things had gone his way, when the man had shown a modicum of interest in Scott. Just enough to tantalize, like a distant oasis that promises water only to reveal itself as a mirage.

But Scott had finally given up his childhood dreams of having a loving father. Probably the day his dad had literally stomped all over his science project.

“You think you’re smarter than me? That you can ‘be something?’” The Dick’s big foot landed squarely on top of the first miniature bridge, crushing it with the lug sole of his steel-toed boot. “You’re nothing, boy. Nothing. You hear me?” Crunch. The second bridge collapsed.

Scott tackled his dad, thrusting his shoulder into the man’s soft belly. “Stop it! Stop it!” His sobs rendered his attack ineffective as his body collapsed under his dad’s strong push and he fell to his butt on the scuffed linoleum.

The Dick waited for Scott to look up before he smashed the final bridge with a triumphant smirk. Then his face darkened and he straddled Scott, lifting him to his feet by his collar, tearing his T-shirt in the process. “You are nothing,” he said in a low voice full of menace. “You will always be nothing. Don’t you forget it.”

Scott hated how he trembled, how little control he had over his own body. “Yes, sir,” he said with as much of a voice as he could muster.

The man shoved him away, and Scott stumbled before catching himself against the wall. “You’re on dinner duty for the rest of the week. Your mom isn’t feeling well.”

Of course not. His dad had beaten her so badly she couldn’t move.

Even worse than his father’s attack was the look on his science teacher’s face when Scott told her he had blown off the project. He had lost the respect of one of the few people in his life who had believed in him. 

Any lingering dreams of college had died the day he pulled the trigger.

But he could imagine Valerie on a red-brick campus complete with ivy climbing the walls, maybe not partying with the frat boys, but turning their heads. Unless she had always dressed in shirts that fit like garbage bags.

“You said you studied materials engineering.” He knew so little about her and wanted to know it all.

“That was my plan.” A nervous laugh burst from her lips, and she gave him a self-conscious glance. “I liked chemistry.”

Of course she did. “How’d you end up working as a hacker then?”

She looked down and tapped her fingers lightly over the keys without actually striking. “I dropped out during my freshman year.”

Her computer’s fan shut off. A clock on the wall ticked nervously, loud in the yawning silence. Scott didn’t move a millimeter.

Valerie lifted one shoulder and tilted her head. “After that, hacking was the only skill I had, and even though I tried to deny it, I enjoyed it. There’s an illicit thrill in solving the puzzle, breaking in.” She stroked the keyboard absently. “Also, I think I secretly hoped working as a white hat might make up for my past crimes. I was naive enough to believe they wouldn’t follow me.”

But you could never really outrun your past, could you? “Why’d you quit school?” he pried.

Valerie frowned but didn’t answer.

“Partied a little too hard, huh?” he teased, hoping to lighten the mood.

Her wan smile did nothing to alleviate the growing turmoil in his gut. “Something like that,” she said, her voice flat.

“Hey.”

She met his gaze.

His heart stopped at the depth of anguish in her eyes. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have pushed.” He forcibly relaxed his posture and leaned against the counter. “I’ll quit interrupting your work.”

“Do you miss Montana?” she fired at him in a head-spinning change of direction as she crossed her arms.

Quid pro quo. Was that what she wanted? Fine then. He took a deep breath. “Some parts of it,” he said. If he wanted her to dredge up the unhappy and painful parts of her past, this was only fair. “We lived pretty far out of town, surrounded by mountains. I miss the billions of stars in the night sky, a hundred times brighter than you’ve ever seen in the city. When I was a teenager, I’d escape outside to sleep under the Milky Way. Nothing on earth makes you feel as insignificant as knowing every prick of light is a sun or a planet. It was liberating to realize how inconsequential we all are in the scheme of things.”

And apparently the memories had liberated his mouth far too much.

“It sounds beautiful,” she said with a sympathetic head tilt. “I’d love to see stars like that one day.”

I’d love to show them to you.

Her face softened, the line of worry between her brows easing. “For me it was clouds. I’d lie on the rotting lounge chair in my aunt and uncle’s little yard and watch them pass overhead, always changing, moving like ocean waves on glass.”

“Sounds nice”

“It was,” she said. “Have you been back? To Montana?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Because as much as I love it, I hate it too. If anything good happened to me there, I don’t remember it.”

She frowned and flipped a cracker over and over with her fingers. “That’s how I feel about Texas, except my life there was fine. Right up until it wasn’t.”

He nodded and reached for her hand. “What happened at school?” he asked softly.

The heat kicked on, rattling the vent overhead, and Valerie curled her hand into his, staring at his pale fingers intertwined with her light brown ones. “I went out with this guy Tim a couple of times, but there was no…spark, I guess, so I turned him down for a third date.”

“And he didn’t take it well.”

Her head shook. “No. Not well at all.” She bit her lower lip and stared at the countertop for several moments before continuing. “He started following me around campus, showing up outside my classes.” Her gaze met his. “Surreptitiously taking pictures.”

Ah, hell. “I never wanted to hurt or intimidate you, V. You know that, right?”

“Yes.” She squeezed his hand and smiled. “I’m not mad.”

Until she gave it, he didn’t even realize how much he’d been waiting for that acquittal. “What happened with Tim?”

She let out a long breath. “He escalated.” Her hand moved in an insolent arc. “Unwanted pizza deliveries that I didn’t have the money for, calls in the middle of the night that woke me and my poor roommate. The last straw was when he posted an ad on my behalf on an unofficial school dating forum.”

Scott’s heart plummeted.

“It detailed all kinds of sex acts that I would supposedly do for money and included my dorm room and phone number, along with a photo,” she said, her voice as emotionless as if she were reading out her grocery list.

“Fuck.”

“That was definitely on the list.” Her smile didn’t reach her eyes.

“Jesus, Valerie.” He wanted to strangle the bastard with his bare hands. “What about the police?”

She shook her head. “They couldn’t prove it was him.”

Of course not. “So you left.”

“No. I hacked his computer and found videos of him and his fraternity buddies at a party. They were coercing new recruits to put something into girls’ drinks and then have sex with the girls. I sent the videos from his email to the dean of the university and the campus police department. Then I changed his password so only the cops could get into his computer.” She removed her hand from Scott’s and crossed her arms. “Then I left.”

“Holy shit. Remind me not to get on your bad side again.”

She gave a sharp nod and grinned like the Devil. “Damn straight.”




Two hours later, Valerie stared at her computer in dismay. She was in, but she had nothing. Oh, she had known not to get her hopes up, known Duncan would have attempted to cover his tracks. But she’d hoped anyway. Had counted on being smarter than him, counted on him making a mistake along the way that she could swoop in and exploit.

But no matter how many times she scoured Aggressor’s servers, there was nothing to find.

Nothing accessible from the network, anyway.

Now it was after five in the morning and she was depleted. After weeks of setting traps to get to this point, all her work had been pointless.

“Happy Thanksgiving,” Scott said in a sardonic tone as he set a mug filled with coffee, along with the hazelnut creamer and the sugar bowl, on the counter in front of her. “Anything to be thankful for yet?”

Just you. “Not a goddamned thing.” She pushed away from her laptop and stalked to the far side of the living room to peer through the blinds at the dark sky. The faint glow of city lights tinged the edges of the horizon, obliterating all but the brightest stars. Tears of frustration clawed at the back of her eyelids like angry cats and she let the aluminum blinds fall shut with a dull tink. “He wiped everything.”

“Hollowell?”

She faced Scott and blinked to regain control, releasing a long, shuddering breath. Tears would help nothing. She’d learned that lesson long ago. “Him or someone working for him. Either way…”

There had to be something in this place that she could kick.

Scott nodded, unaware of the rash anger simmering behind her fists, his face impassive. “Okay.”

“Okay?” she lashed out, regretting her accusatory tone even as the words dropped from her lips. “That’s all you have to say? Okay?” She pointed to her laptop and marched toward him. All the anger she didn’t even realize she had built up since her dad died whipped itself into a raging tornado. “Getting into Aggressor’s systems was our best hope, our last hope for getting the evidence. And you just stand there like everything’s fine and say, ‘Okay’?

“Fuck that.” She trembled, part of her standing apart from her own body, watching in horror as she railed at Scott for doing nothing more than…doing nothing. “Fuck your unshakeable calm.” Her voice came out too loud in the small, quiet space, stretched tight like an overfilled balloon. “How about you drop the Mr. Cool act and show me how you really feel? For once, could you do that?” Her fists clenched, and she shook one at him across the counter. “Show me that you feel something!”

He stared at her in silence, his sole reaction a twitching jaw muscle.

The heat shut off with a click, dropping them into tomb-like quiet. The only sounds were the humming of the refrigerator, her harsh breaths, and her heart pounding in her ears.

Oh, God, what had she done?

“I’m pretty sure,” he finally said, his voice even and low as he met her gaze, blue eyes blazing, “I’ve been clear that I feel something for you.”

She swallowed and the damn tears welled up again. A nod was all she could muster. She knew as well as anybody how much it cost to give away your emotions.

He reached across the dull Formica and held out his hands, palms up. Slowly, she unclenched her fists and laid her hands on his, more grateful than she could say for the contact.

“You think I’m not reeling from this? That I’m not disappointed? I am.” He caressed the sensitive skin of her palms with his thumbs. “There’s a part of me right now that wants to raze this fucking city to the ground just to get at Hollowell and make him pay for what he’s done to both of us, to this country. I’ve dreamed of hiding out in his neighbor’s tree, sighting him through the scope of my Barrett, and watching him fall as I pull the trigger. Worse,” he said, his voice harsh. “I’ve dreamed of much worse.”

Her eyes widened at his confession. Not because he scared her—if he’d planned to kill Duncan in cold blood, he could have easily done it by now—but because he’d never shown any sign of his anger. She thought he’d been letting it all roll off his back somehow.

Scott scowled. “I feel everything, Valerie. But I couldn’t survive in my house, in juvie, or on the outs in the Marines by wearing my heart on my sleeve. And I’m afraid…” He gripped her hands and broke eye contact, staring at a spot on the counter between them. “If I focus on how you and I have been wronged, if I work myself into a frenzy over every obstacle that blocks our path—”

Abruptly, he released her and retreated, pointing to his chest. “My dad’s blood is pumping inside of me, waiting, just waiting for me to lose control and unleash that fury. I can’t afford to give in to my anger. Not now. Not ever.”

“I’m sorry,” she managed to choke out. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to take it out on you. That was unfair.

“I don’t know if the way you clamp down on your feelings is healthy or not,” she continued, moving toward the end of the counter, “but I admire your composure.” Another step. “I envy your control.” He watched her with a steady, heated gaze as she rounded the breakfast bar and entered the kitchen to stand before him. “Your calm is one of your greatest strengths.” She took a deep breath. “It’s one of the reasons I love you.”




Scott’s heart kicked even as his eyebrows rose and his jaw went slack. Did she just say…?

If he wasn’t so shocked by her declaration, he might have laughed. After all of her button pushing, she had finally gotten him to show some emotion.

Based on her quiet gasp and red cheeks, she’d surprised herself too.

Had she meant it, or was she just using an expression to make a point?

Feeling shaky but invigorated, he placed his hands on either side of her, bracing them on the sharp-edged counter. Her brown eyes sparkled, and he smiled, unable to hold it back. She licked her lips and glanced at his mouth.

Leaning in close, he caught the little catch in her breath as their cheeks brushed and he spoke quietly in her ear. “What are the other reasons?”

A tiny laugh escaped her lips, her soft exhalation sending shivers down his neck as she pushed him away. “Don’t be an ass.”

He straightened and caught her gaze, dropping his grin. Everything that mattered to him suddenly rode on this moment. “Did you mean it?”

The blush spread up her neck and across her face like a wildfire, but she maintained eye contact with a defiant jut of her chin. “Yes.”

All the breath rushed from him and his knees turned weak. He wanted to beg her to say it again. However many times it took for him to believe her.

He clamped his mouth shut.

“I know it’s too soon, and this isn’t real life, and God knows what’s going to happen.” She captured her lower lip between her teeth. “And I don’t expect you to feel the same way—”

Scott cut her off with a gentle kiss, fighting the urge to take it deeper. “Were you not paying attention last night when you were looking at my pictures?” He skimmed his fingers across her cheek and let himself get lost in her gaze. “I was sure I’d given away my secret.”

She gave a small shake of her head and her lips parted enticingly.

“You scare the shit out of me,” he said, his pulse going wild as he shed his defenses layer by layer.

“I do?” She frowned. “Why?”

His short laugh rang of desperation. “Because I’ve built my life around keeping people at bay. My whole career was based on hiding in plain sight. Letting you in makes me feel too…exposed. Like a target in someone else’s scope.” He swallowed hard. “And, like you said, this isn’t real life. If I give you my heart and then you walk away after we win this thing…”

As if he hadn’t already handed over his heart, his soul, and every other part of himself on a platter.

“I was wrong,” she said, laying her palms against his chest, causing his blood to leap in response. “This is real life. It might not be normal, but maybe it’s better.”

“How’s that?”

“I know things about you that it would take months to learn if we were dating like normal people.”

Something they never would have done. “Like what? I’ve been watching you for almost a month. I have some idea of who you are when you think no one’s watching, but you’ve only known me a few days.” Which made this whole scenario even more ridiculous.

Her hands slid up his pecs, across his shoulders, and down to his biceps, creating a delicious trail of heat. “You’re loyal, intelligent, respectful, reliable, and patient.”

Warmth flooded his body at her praise, even as a sliver of doubt niggled at his brain. After all, she was a master manipulator. But what reason would she have to toy with him now? He’d already agreed to stay. Was she trying to seal the deal?

Christ. Was his self-esteem so low that he couldn’t believe a woman like Valerie would love him? At some point he had to choose whether he trusted her. And his own judgment.

He had to go all in or walk away.

“You could be describing a dog,” he said with a mock frown.

She laughed, her beautiful face shining. “You smell far better. And you’re potty trained.”

“Mostly.”

Valerie grinned and kissed him softly, slowly breaking through the last of his defenses until he let her in and their tongues danced eagerly, stoking his inner fire like a puff of air on a new flame.

“You’re a much better kisser, too,” she said against his mouth.

His chest swelled on a laugh, and he knew he was done for. Walking away was out of the question. All in it is.

Her eyes shone with love and desire as he cradled her face in his hands.

You might hurt her. He dismissed the notion this time. Hadn’t he proven repeatedly since he left juvie that he wasn’t his dad? That he wouldn’t explode no matter how angry? Moments ago, Valerie had tried like hell to get a reaction out of him, and he hadn’t even thought of lashing out. Maybe The Dick didn’t lurk within him after all.

Scott had passed every test. Now it was time for his reward.

He took a deep breath and stroked his thumbs across her soft cheeks. “I love you.”




















CHAPTER NINETEEN




Falls Church, VA

Thursday, 6:30 a.m.




AN HOUR LATER, VALERIE LAY curled up naked in bed with Scott, dawn’s light filtering through the window shades. As her body cooled from their lovemaking, reality crept in. They needed to come up with a new plan, start from scratch. 

Just thinking about it wore her out, but maybe now that she knew Scott loved her—he loved her!—she could face the challenge again.

He might not fully trust his feelings yet, but he’d followed her over the cliff anyway, making himself vulnerable in a way she’d never imagined. The glimmering hope of a real future together gave her even more reason to fight. And far more to lose.

Fate had laughed at their rational attempts to avoid entanglement as much as it had laughed in the face of her carefully laid plans to defeat Duncan.

And back to that… She rolled in Scott’s arms and kissed him softly.

His eyes opened, and he smiled sweetly at her and caressed her hip. “Hey.”

“Hey.” She combed her hands through his hair, love and fear beating a tattoo in her chest.

“What’s wrong?” His casual exploration stopped, and he studied her carefully.

She shook her head. “Same old. I want to lie here all day, but we need to come up with a plan.”

He kissed her on the nose and rolled slowly onto his back to stare at the ceiling. “If you couldn’t find anything on the server, we need a whole new tactic. Instead of proving you were set up, we need to find proof that Hollowell is guilty.” A long sigh escaped his lips. “Ramp up our surveillance, maybe try to break into his car, his house, his home computers…”

Valerie traced Scott’s amazing abs and said, “There is that copy of the emails.”

He sat up and gave her a hard look. “Assuming it’s still there, we’d need to get into Aggressor to retrieve it.”

“Piece of cake.” She laughed without humor thinking of the daunting task of breaking into her old building, especially since they were both known there. Not to mention the company was likely even more on alert than usual.

“You still have any friends there you can trust?”

She shook her head. “If I did I would have taken care of things weeks ago.” After all, she’d thought she could trust Jay, and look how that had turned out.

Scott stared over her head for several minutes, clearly deep in thought, before speaking. “Normally, I’d say we go in at the peak busy time when there’s more confusion and distraction, but this is different. More eyes means more chance of being recognized.”

“Right. And what better day than today? No one will be working on Thanksgiving except the guards and computer operators. And maybe Vishnu in accounting. He doesn’t have any family here, and he likes getting the holiday pay.”

Nodding, Scott asked, “Where’d you hide the drive?”

“I taped it inside one of the metal tubes that makes up the cubicle partitions.”

He smiled and tapped her forehead gently. “Clever girl.”

“I can’t hear that line without thinking of Jurassic Park.”

“You’re much prettier than the velociraptors.”

She loved that he knew the reference. “Gee, thanks.”

He flopped onto his side, propping his head with one hand so his other hand was free to trace her collarbone. “What do you think about asking Tara for help?”

“On a holiday?” As petty as it was, Valerie was still feeling fragile about her relationship with Scott, and she knew she couldn’t hold a candle to Tara in a side-by-side comparison. God, she hated that she was so insecure. If she wanted any chance of success with Scott, she needed to trust what they had, trust him.

If he were interested in Tara—and the woman reciprocated—wouldn’t they already be together?

“Honestly, I think she would appreciate the distraction,” Scott said. “She doesn’t have any family in NOVA and the guy she was dating a few months ago is in jail awaiting trial.”

Valerie blinked, already regretting her animus toward the woman who’d helped them so much already. “For what?” she asked, mentally adjusting her first impression of Tara.

“Weapons trafficking, accessory to murder, and kidnapping. For kidnapping her. You might have read about it in the papers a few months ago.”

“Jesus.” Valerie sat up, enjoying that his gaze locked onto her breasts when the covers slipped from her torso. “That was her?” When she’d read the article, Valerie had wondered how a woman could get so easily sucked in by a man she’d only known for a few days. Now she understood. And she remembered some of the details of Tara’s escape. “She’s kind of a badass, isn’t she?”

He laughed. “She’s definitely more than meets the eye.” He toyed with the satin edge of the blanket where it skimmed Valerie’s stomach, sending shivers through her. “I recognize the loneliness in her. And I think she’d like to help. She’s been asking Kurt to let her get more involved in ops, to take advantage of her non-threatening appearance, but so far he’s refused.”

“And you think she can help somehow. Create a diversion or engineer her way inside, maybe?”

“Exactly. Who can resist a beautiful woman?”

Valerie nodded and forced a smile. Maybe he pined after a woman he couldn’t have. A woman who wasn’t scarred. Or wanted for espionage. Was Valerie his consolation prize for the one he really desired?

“Hey,” Scott said. “What’s wrong?”

She shook her head. “Nothing.” What guy wanted a needy, clingy, jealous lover? None.

“When I said that, I was thinking of the time you talked your way past the guard at Janus.” He cupped her breast and skimmed his thumb across her nipple, setting off tiny sparks of delight that shot straight to her core. “You’re the only one I want, V.” How did he read her so well?

She sighed with pleasure and lay back—all thoughts of scars and other women long gone—arching up as his mouth replaced his hand and he sucked. A moan came from deep in her throat, wanton and desperate.

“Do you believe me?” he asked, trailing his hand into the curls between her legs.

“Yes,” she said on a gasp.

He stroked her sensitive flesh, bringing her nearly to climax before he stopped and whispered into her ear, “You sure?”

“Yes, God, please.”

Chuckling, he kissed her hard and sent her over the edge with his fingers. “I love you, Valerie Sanchez. Only you.”

I believe you.

She rolled and rose to her knees, still breathing hard and feeling the unsteady euphoria of her body’s reaction to his hands and mouth. And his words.

Yanking the sheets down to his knees, she straddled him—still careful of his stitches—and sank immediately onto his straining erection. They groaned in unison.

His look of surprise turned to pleasure, then alarm. “Condom,” he said, his voice strained, lifting her hips with a grimace.

“Oh, dammit.” She reached for one of the packets from the dwindling pile on the nightstand and sheathed him, returning to the joyride with a grateful sigh.

He loved her, and she was a fool to question it.




Tara Fujimoto hadn’t had sex in six months—and how about that for an amazing record, ladies and gentleman? Her best friend Jenna would be so proud—but she had recognized the scent of lovemaking the moment she stepped through the doorway of Dan’s apartment.

At least someone was getting some.

Now she sat across the rickety dining table from Scott and Valerie, trying not to gag on one of the bagels she’d brought at how cute they were with their “accidental” touches and excessive eye contact. As much as she wanted to fault them for bad timing, that would make her a hypocrite.

She was the queen of bad timing and bad choices. Hands down.

Besides, she was desperate to help. Not only because Thanksgiving was lonely with her sister in Ohio visiting her husband’s family and Jenna in South Carolina with her new husband, but because she’d been itching to prove her worth outside of the office for months. God knew she would never be anyone’s bodyguard, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t use her looks and the fact that men—hell, everyone—underestimated her to Steele’s advantage.

This was her opportunity to prove to Kurt that she deserved a chance in the field and, bonus, help a friend in the process.

There was a time when she’d thought about hooking up with Scott. After the disaster with her last boyfriend, she was done with muscle-bound guys who loomed over her. Scott was totally hot, but…safe. Except that, even though he studied her openly in a way that could mean he found her attractive, he’d pretty much drowned her in friends-only vibes since he started at Steele back in June.

Probably Kurt had given every guy there the “hands off” speech, which she appreciated, even though it was unnecessary. But beyond that, there’d never been any spark for her in Scott’s eyes. Admiration maybe, but nothing more.

Then again, she was damaged goods and all the guys knew it. They’d been treating her with kid gloves since the whole thing with Colin blew up. Hah, literally!

She took a sip of coffee to cover her inappropriate smile.

“Thanks for bringing breakfast,” Valerie said. “We’ve been brainstorming for the last few hours and completely forgot about eating.”

Brainstorming? Is that what they were calling it these days? “Of course. The Bagel Hut is on my way over, and they’re actually open through lunchtime today.”

Scott frowned at her, his pale brows coming together. “Are we messing up your plans?”

“Nope.” She held herself erect. “I don’t have to be anywhere until five.” She was on the evening shift for Thanksgiving dinner at the women’s shelter, which mainly meant cleanup duty. It would last an hour, tops. The little kids would help and they’d make each other laugh, and she’d go home happy and tired and feeling lucky again.

A perfect day.

“So, how can I help?” Tara asked.

Valerie leaned forward, wiping her lips with a paper napkin. “I need to get inside Aggressor to retrieve a thumb drive. Normally, I’d come up with a con to talk my way inside, but these guys know me and Scott.”

“You want me to talk my way in?” Her pulse picked up with excitement and a healthy dose of fear, but Valerie shook her head.

 “Even if you could, which I think would be hard during such a quiet weekend, there’s no door you could use to let me in without setting off an alarm. And it’s too difficult to explain where the drive is since you’re not familiar with the second floor. I’d like you to distract the guard while I hop the turnstile.”

“The place should be pretty much deserted today,” Scott said. “We’ll need to verify, but on weekends and holidays there are usually only two security personnel on duty.”

“I’ve worked a lot of extra hours there,” Valerie added. “One guy makes the rounds on the half hour while the other mans the desk in the lobby. The rest of the time, they’re both at the desk.”

“Which means we want to time it so only one guard is downstairs.” Scott popped a piece of bagel in his mouth and washed it down with a sip of coffee.

“We just haven’t decided the best way for you to distract him without raising too much suspicion,” Valerie said.

Scott nodded. “Or how to keep him busy long enough for Valerie to find the drive and get out.”

Tara could do this. In the last few months, she’d faced down men with guns, the intrusive press, and her lying ex. One security guard should be a piece of cake. The fact that she was aiding fugitives was irrelevant. She was already on the hook for helping them.

And Scott was a trusted friend.

“When is shift change?” She smiled. “I have an idea.”




















CHAPTER TWENTY




Chantilly, VA

Thursday, 6:27 p.m.




JUST BEFORE SIX-THIRTY THAT evening, Valerie hid behind one of the evergreen hedges that wrapped around the Aggressor office building. It was strange to be back at the place where this had all started, back where she wasn’t welcome anymore. Anger surged through her and she took a deep, slow breath to calm herself.

There were three cars in the front parking lot, a large black truck, a red Corvette, and a blue Passat that she knew belonged to Harry, the computer operator who’d been working when she finally hacked Westgate. The only cars in the back lot were Aggressor work vehicles. So, she probably didn’t have to worry about running into Vishnu in accounting, or anyone else besides the guards and Harry.

As if they weren’t enough to worry about.

Less than twenty yards away, Tara parked a noisy brown Celica with dents that dated back to Bill Clinton’s presidency in the fire lane in front of the entrance. Magnetic signs on the car’s side doors read DELIA’S CATERING, and a gray plastic cover obscured the license plate.

Valerie had no idea how she had procured the signs on such short notice.

Tara exited the car dressed in black chinos, tennies, and a thick jacket with a red scarf around her neck. Her sleek hair was mostly hidden under a baseball cap that would block her face from the surveillance cameras, and black eyeliner had been applied with a heavy hand, making her look somewhere between sixteen and twenty.

She jogged across the concrete pad and rapped on the glass. On weekends and holidays, an employee badge was required just to open the doors.

Garth’s deep, jovial voice carried to Valerie’s hiding spot. “You lost?”

“No, I have a delivery. Thanksgiving dinner for you guys from—” Tara squinted at a clipboard “—Meseret? Did I say that right?”

“Uh, yeah.” He sounded surprised and maybe a bit wary. “Seriously?”

“There’s a message,” Tara said as she flipped to another page on her clipboard and angled it to see in the light. She was good at this. “Thanks for working on your holiday. We appreciate you.” Her high-pitched voice telegraphed casual boredom. “From Duncan Hollowell and everyone at Aggressor.”

“Huh. Hey, Rog. Mr. H’s secretary sent us a turkey dinner.”

Roger’s reply was muffled, but sounded positive.

“There’s a ton of food,” Tara called through the doorway with a thousand-watt smile. “You have nothing to worry about.”

In the bright light coming from inside, Valerie could see Tara’s gaze track Roger’s movement toward the elevators. Perfect. He was going on rounds now and would be gone for about fifteen minutes. Valerie and Scott had watched the guards through the plate-glass front window for hours earlier in the day to verify that their routine hadn’t changed since she worked there. The men were pretty consistent.

Now the tricky part.

“Hang on,” Tara said to Garth. “I’ll get your stuff.”

She returned to the car and tossed the clipboard onto the front seat. With the turn of a key, she opened the hatchback and withdrew a foil-covered metal tray, one of several she’d promised to return to the catering company on behalf of the women’s shelter. Instead, she was going to have to replace them.

Steam rose above the tray, thick like smoke in the cold air. Garth had stepped outside to hold the door for her. He looked around, resting his other hand on the gun at his hip, his body rigid with alertness—and probably from the cold, since he wore no jacket.

Tara executed the fall so beautifully that even Valerie didn’t see it coming, and she’d been waiting for it.

“Oof,” Tara uttered as she landed on her hands and knees on the concrete. The metal tray lay upside down a couple feet in front of her, oozing a beige goop. “Oh, shit,” she said, her voice shaky and tearful.

Damn, she was good. Valerie couldn’t have done it better herself.

Garth released the door and rushed to Tara’s side. “Are you okay?”

“I…I don’t know.”

With the guard’s focus on Tara, Valerie dashed toward the door, grabbing it just before it shut, and slipped inside the warm lobby. The camera would capture her, but by the time anyone realized what she’d done, she’d be long gone. After that, it wouldn’t matter.

Assuming all went to plan.

“I ruined your potatoes. I’m so sor—” Tara’s voice was cut off when the door shut.

Heat blasted from an overhead vent as Valerie raced toward the turnstile and used the cabinets on either side of the entrance to vault her legs over the retractable gates and hit the ground running. She didn’t break her stride until she reached the stairwell at the end of the hall.

Once inside, she held the door until it closed, forcing it to shut slowly and quietly. Then she hauled ass to the first landing beyond the second floor and pressed herself flat to the wall out of sight. Her heart threatened to beat right out of her chest, and her breath was loud as a buzz saw in the echoey chamber.

Holy shit, I’m in! Her knees turned to jelly, and she sat hard on the lowest step, holding her arms above her head like a runner after a race in an attempt to slow her breathing.

Within minutes, the access door below her opened and heavy footsteps sounded on the stairs. Valerie held still, certain that her pulse would give her away like in that Poe story she’d read in high school.

“Second floor,” Roger muttered. The first-floor door clicked shut.

“Copy,” Greg said, his voice tinny through the radio. “I’m out front. The delivery girl tripped and fell. The potatoes are down.”

Roger grunted in what could have been irritation or amusement. “Stay alert. I’ll make this a quick run.”

“Will do.”

The second-floor door opened with a soft swoosh and a click from the auto-close mechanism, and then shut a few seconds later with a clang.

Valerie exhaled hard, her limbs shaky, and started counting the seconds on her watch as the large hand stuttered in a circle. Now came the hard part. She and Scott hadn’t been able to reconnoiter the guard’s inside routine, so she had to make an educated guess and hope her luck held out.

After a minute, she descended the half flight of stairs and took a deep breath before carefully turning the handle and opening the door just enough to see through the crack.

The long corridor led to the accounting department’s offices on one side, and the computer operators and hackers’ desks on the other. Her stomach was tied into knots, and she forced herself to focus so she wouldn’t hyperventilate.

Two minutes later, Roger exited the doorway on her right and ambled across the hall. Without looking her way, he entered the accounting section. Perfect.

She opened the door just enough to slip through and pressed her foot and hands against it until it closed with a soft thud. Not waiting to see if Roger noticed, she sprinted along the corridor, running on her toes for maximum quiet, and veered into the computer room.

A camera overhead was trained directly at the doorway. She could only hope Tara had managed to keep Garth distracted long enough that he wouldn’t see her on his monitor.

Valerie’s body was in a steady state of hyper vigilance, heart running on overdrive, limbs shaky. She usually controlled her nerves better, but the stakes had never been so high before. If she were caught…

Shaking off the fear, she ducked to the right and circumnavigated the outer ring of cubicles that blocked the Fish Bowl and Harry’s workstation from view. She’d stashed the USB drive just outside the Fish Bowl, hoping that even if Duncan had every desk in the building searched, he’d never look inside the cubicle wall.

Coming around the far side, she emerged behind and to the left of Harry, her steps silent on the tan Berber carpet. She avoided getting directly behind him so he wouldn’t catch sight of her reflection in his monitor.

The graying operator bobbed his head in time to the music that must be coming through his headphones, lazily moving his mouse in small gestures as colorful tiles dropped from the top of the screen. Since computer operators were mainly there to monitor systems and handle issues, the job could be slow. They were allowed to surf the Internet as long as they didn’t visit porn or other inappropriate sites.

Keeping him in her peripheral vision, Valerie moved into the cubicle where she’d hidden the drive and pried the cap off the fabric screen’s metal support. The small USB device was taped to the inside of the tube, right where she’d left it.

Relief made her tremble. Don’t let down your guard yet.

Tucking the drive into the back pocket of her jeans, she pressed the cap into place and peeked around the corner. Harry sat, oblivious, tapping his foot on the base of his rolling desk chair.

She closed her eyes for a split second, and then reopened them and crept around the corner, briefly visible if the computer operator turned around. Within seconds, she was shielded from view and racing back toward the stairs.

Now all she had to do was get out of the building.




Sitting on the sidelines while Valerie entered Aggressor was one of the hardest things Scott had ever done. Once she was inside, so many things could go wrong and he wouldn’t be there to help. What if the other guard caught her? Or the computer operator on duty?

Breathe. It wasn’t like he hadn’t worked overwatch on missions before. That had been his fucking job. But this time he was unarmed. If things went sideways, he couldn’t just take out the threat.

Then again, he didn’t want to shoot Garth or Roger. The guys were innocent in all of this.

Visible through Scott’s high-powered binoculars, Tara continued her charade by enlisting Garth’s help to carry the remaining trays inside the building. She had executed the plan perfectly, and the guard had fallen for it. Scott wouldn’t hesitate to tell that to Kurt on her behalf. He owed her big time, for this and everything else she’d done to help him and Valerie.

Now, she needed to get the hell out of there.

He glanced at his watch. The roving guard should be back within the next three minutes. Scott would text Valerie when Tara was gone. Until then, Valerie had to hide out at the bottom of the stairwell on the first floor, in a small space under the stairs.

From that vantage point she’d be able to hear the guard return to the main lobby, and she’d have easy access to the emergency exit.

Tara returned to her car, limping slightly—hopefully she was faking the injury—and drove away. Breathing a sigh of relief, Scott sent the text and drove the gray Accord around the edge of the parking lot, slowly approaching the building from the right side. If he arrived too soon, the guards would notice him on the perimeter cameras. Too late, and Valerie would be exposed with the alarm blaring.

He kept the car to a crawl along the front of the building, his phone glowing blue in the dark as he kept his head down. Assuming the guards were paying attention to the cameras rather than the food, he tried to look like a lost man consulting his GPS.

He stopped and unlocked the car doors, still staring at his phone as if nothing were amiss.

Valerie burst from the door followed by an ear-shattering wail.

The siren intensified as she opened the passenger door and jumped inside. As soon as her door shut, Scott whipped a U and stomped on the gas.

“Did you get it?” he asked, fishtailing as he turned onto the main road and aimed for the on-ramp to Highway 28.

She laughed, sounding a little bit hysterical, and patted her hip. “Got it.”

Traffic was light, even on the Dulles toll road, and they made it back to Dan’s apartment in Falls Church in less than half an hour. Scott made sure Valerie got into the apartment safely, and then drove the car to a crowded street about two miles away, left the keys in the ignition, and limp-walked back to the apartment, his injured leg throbbing the whole way.

The crisp air burned his lungs, and he pushed through the pain, driving out the chronic frustration and anger of the last few days in his eagerness to return to Valerie.

How, in the middle of the biggest goatfuck of his life, had he met the perfect woman?

His smile came unbidden and he breathed easier, pushing himself to move faster under the golden lamplight. All around him, families sat in their living rooms, celebrating their love for each other, sharing their gratitude.

Scott wanted that with Valerie.

After circling the apartment building to check for surveillance, he entered 9D and locked the door behind him still breathing hard.

Her computer sat on the breakfast bar, its screen dark under the fluorescent kitchen lights, but she wasn’t in any of the front rooms. His gut tingled in alarm. “Valerie?”

No answer.

He bolted to the dark bedroom where he found her curled in a ball in the far corner, staring at the floor.

“Hey.” He crouched in front of her, painfully aware of how sweaty he was. “What’s wrong?” he asked, dread etching his insides.

“The emails are gone.”




“What do you mean they’re gone?” Scott’s voice was level but grave.

God, how could she have been such a fool? Her enemy was smart. Apparently, smarter than her. She had failed herself, and worse, she’d failed Scott. “I’m sorry. The drive was completely overwritten with duplicates of a single image file.”

She cringed and shook her head.

“What?” he prompted.

Staring at her hands, she said, “It was a grainy picture of me ‘loitering’ in front of the cubicle where I hid the flash drive. Duncan must have had someone review the security tapes after I ran.”

“Or maybe he had someone watching you on the inside too.”

Nausea climbed her throat. “I should have guessed he’d find the drive, but I assumed if he did, he’d take it. When I popped the cap and found it there, taped inside, just as I’d left it…”

Scott took one of her hands and then tipped her chin up so she had to look at him. “Don’t get angry at me for not throwing shit, okay?” He flashed a weak smile and her heart lifted an inch.

If she was thankful for anything on this day—on every day—it was him. She squeezed his fingers in gratitude.

“I’m completely knocked back by this,” he said, “but we knew it was a possibility. We just have to regroup and figure out something else.”

“I know.” She nodded. “I just wanted this to be it,” she said, balling her hands into fists and holding them up to her face. “I typically have endless patience for this kind of thing. It’s not unusual to spend months working every angle to hack a client. I am relentless. Relentlessly curious and driven by the need to solve the puzzle. But my life never depended on the outcome before. I’m so… I’m tired.” Of running and hiding and waiting and hoping and failing.

He smoothed back the hair near her face and stroked her cheek. “Me too, baby.” His kiss was a too-quick brush of the lips. “But together we’ll beat Hollowell. Maybe not today, but we will win.”

She had foolishly pinned all her hopes on the emails, knowing the risk and not wanting to face failure. But Scott was right. There were other options—longer options that meant more time as fugitives—but they weren’t dead in the water. Still, who could blame her for wanting a normal life right this minute? One where she and Scott could see if this relationship worked when they weren’t under duress. One where they could live in the open instead of huddling in the shadows like spiders under a bookcase.

He stood, sweat still glistening on his brow. “I’m going to take a quick shower. Then we can eat something and figure out what’s next.”

They’d both been too keyed up to eat earlier, and despite her despair, hunger gnawed at her belly. “I’ll heat the frozen pizzas.” She kissed him and went to the kitchen to turn on the oven.

The water started running in the bathroom. Any other time, she’d surprise him in the shower—they could both use a pick-me-up. Instead, she turned back to her computer. She’d laid some groundwork on several forums, looking for anyone with info on Duncan, rumors about who he might be working with, past transgressions that weren’t public knowledge.

She’d even considered doxing the guy—putting his personal info on the web—to get others to help her with her dirty work. But if his wife or kids got hurt, she’d never forgive herself.

While the oven heated, she flipped her laptop around and woke it from its sleep. The worthless flash drive they’d risked their lives for stuck out of the computer’s USB port, a hateful reminder that they had nothing.

Her heart slammed against her sternum. “Oh, shit.”

Initially, she hadn’t worried about inserting the drive because it was hers, seemingly undisturbed, untouched. No threat. And her antivirus software hadn’t alerted her. Then, she’d been so distracted by her failure, she hadn’t even thought about what other files might be hidden on the tiny device. The kind of files she would have deployed if she were her old boss.

Damn damn damn damn damn.

Yanking the drive from the computer, she stuffed it into her pocket. Then she logged into her computer and disconnected from the WiFi.

Probably too late.

She stuffed the laptop and power cords into her bag, and ran to the bedroom where Scott had just emerged naked from the shower, all lean muscle and delicious bare skin, running a towel through his hair.

“Get dressed,” she said, scrambling to grab what she could. “We have to get out of here.”

“What’s going on?” He donned a pair of boxers and grabbed for his jeans.

“I’m an idiot. I didn’t check the drive, but there’s a good chance Duncan knows where we are right now.”

“Shit,” he said, buttoning his pants. Superman couldn’t have dressed faster.

In under a minute, she waited by the front door wearing a snow cap, heavy jacket, and gloves, bag packed with the essentials, especially her money.

“Scott?” she called toward the bedroom, wondering at the unexpected delay. Hadn’t he been right behind her? His winter gear was next to the door. What the hell was the holdup?

He emerged from the room, switching off the overhead light on his way out. His backpack was looped casually over one shoulder, but he didn’t look ready to run. Instead, he held one of the burner phones to his ear.

“My name is Scott Kramer. I’m a wanted fugitive.”

Valerie’s jaw unhinged. “What are you doing?” she asked in a stage whisper. 

He shook his head and made a silencing gesture with one finger as he strolled casually into the kitchen and turned off the oven.

She sputtered. His actions were so outside the unexpected, she couldn’t even form a coherent response. Betrayal stabbed her hard and fast like a dagger to the heart.

“Yes, ma’am. That Scott Kramer.” Regret crossed his handsome features and he held Valerie’s gaze as he said, “I’d like to turn myself in.”




















CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE




Falls Church, VA

Thursday, 7:50 p.m.




SCOTT COULD HARDLY BEAR THE shock, anger, and confusion on Valerie’s beautiful face. But he couldn’t think of another option to keep her safe. If Hollowell’s men were outside, especially a sniper, they didn’t stand a chance if they left the apartment.

But if the police showed up, Hollowell’s guys wouldn’t come anywhere near them. Scott hoped.

He relayed his address to the woman on the phone.

“Is Valerie Sanchez with you?” the operator asked, her tone as calm and bland as if asking about the weather. Despite the situation, he couldn’t help but admire her professionalism.

“No.” Scott cleared his throat. “No, we split up.”

Valerie reached for the doorknob, but he grabbed her arm through the thick jacket. “Wait,” he mouthed, not letting go.

“Do you have any weapons in the home?”

“Just a knife,” he told the operator. “I left it in the bedroom.”

“There are several units on their way to you now. When they arrive—”

He hung up. Sirens were already audible from several blocks away and he needed to talk to Valerie.

“Are you crazy?” she cried.

“Probably. This is the only way I could think of to keep Hollowell’s men from getting to us first.”

She stared at him.

“If they see the cops, they’ll stay back. Hollowell wants us dead, not caught, but they’re not stupid.”

Her expression might have softened a fraction, but she was still pissed. “Then I’ll turn myself in too.”

“No. We don’t have any evidence yet and you’re the only one of us with the skills to get it. You can’t do that from jail, baby.” Jail. Fuck.

She sobbed. “You promised you’d stay with me.”

He closed his eyes and let out a shuddering breath. God, he didn’t want to give her up. Not now, not ever. But he couldn’t let the cops—or Hollowell—have her. He slipped a hand behind her head and said, “You can do this.” He punctuated his words with a quick kiss. “I need you to do this. It’s the only way we both get out of this alive.”

“But what if he can get to you in jail?” she whispered.

“I can take care of myself,” he said, not denying her concern. Or alleviating it.

“You realize Dan’s going to get in trouble too.”

Dammit. Scott honestly hadn’t given his friend a thought, but what choice did he have now? “Once we’re acquitted, he should be fine.”

She bit her lip and hesitated, but she must have decided that his option was the best choice they had under the circumstances. Her gaze strayed to the floor and she nodded. “Okay.”

“Valerie,” he said, her name light and fragile and precious on his tongue, like a new snowflake. Leaning in, he kissed her hard and deep with a dizzying intensity that left them both panting. “No matter what happens,” he rested his forehead against hers, “I love you. Nothing changes that.”

“I love you, too,” she said, without hesitation. The look in her eyes was both fierce and full of anguish.

He wanted to cry.

Reaching under his jacket, he whipped the HOG’s tooth over his head. “Take this.” He looped it around her neck and tucked it inside her jacket. “For luck.”

“Scott, no.” She pushed at his hands.

He gripped her wrists gently, feeling her pulse race against his fingertips. “Keep it safe for me. They’ll just take it away during in-processing.” He liked knowing that his pendant was being warmed by her skin. That she would have a piece of him with her no matter what.

She took a deep breath and nodded as she stepped out of his embrace. “What’s your plan?”

Arms already aching with her absence, he gave her the three-second version.

Outside, the sirens stopped.

His lips brushed hers one last time. It wasn’t enough, would never be enough. “Ready?”

Without answering, she looped her bag over both shoulders like a makeshift backpack and dropped to her knees.

Red-and-blue lights flashed through the spaces around the living room blinds.

Scott gripped the doorknob. You can do this.

You need to do this.

He opened the front door and stepped into a blinding spotlight, hands held high.

At his feet, hidden from sight by the low brick safety wall that ringed the exterior walkway, Valerie crawled on all fours toward the inner corridor that bisected the building and housed the stairs.

It also housed the laundry room.

“Scott Kramer?” one of the cops said through a bullhorn. Three others stood behind their car doors and trained their rifles on his chest.

His throat turned dry. Maybe it was a mercy his victims had never seen him coming. “Yes.” He nodded in case his hoarse reply wasn’t loud enough and kept his hands up.

Valerie disappeared from his peripheral vision as she crawled around the corner. Hurry.

The cop with the bullhorn said, “Don’t move. I have—” She waved toward someone to Scott’s left. “Ma’am, get back inside and lock up behind you.”

A loud slam came from a couple doors down, followed by the thunk of a deadbolt sliding home.

“I have three rifles trained on you. Keep your arms up. There’s a team coming your way.”

The rest happened in a blur. Within seconds, cops swarmed him from both sides, yelling commands, grabbing him roughly as they pushed him to the ground with his hands at his back. Cold concrete skinned his cheekbone. A knee impaled his back. Cuffs were clamped on his wrists.

He didn’t resist, didn’t speak.

A broad-shouldered officer used Scott’s elbow to tug him to his feet and started reciting his rights as he marched him toward the staircase. In the parking lot, he was stuffed into the back of a squad car that smelled faintly of vomit, though the hard plastic seat appeared clean enough, and the interior was blessedly warm.

He leaned his head against the cool window. The cops stood in a huddle outside, their mouths emitting frozen puffs of air as they talked. The whole scene was too familiar. At fifteen he’d been scared out of his fucking mind.

Not much had changed.

Two weeks ago, he would have done anything to avoid going back to jail.

Now, he’d skip through the goddamned doors if it meant keeping Valerie safe. As safe as she could be out there on her own. He clenched his fists. Had he screwed up? What if he got himself arrested and Hollowell got to Valerie because Scott wasn’t there to protect her?

Calm. The fuck. Down. Valerie had done fine on her own for a couple of weeks. Sure, he’d been watching her, but that meant he knew how well she could take care of herself. She probably didn’t need him at all, and might even be better off without him around as a distraction.

She might be better off without him period.

A selfish part of him hoped she never realized it, even as he prepared for the worst.

His only crime was aiding and abetting a fugitive—which technically made him an accessory to any of her crimes—but if he were convicted for murdering the FBI agents, all the love in the world wouldn’t save him.




Four mind-numbing hours later, Scott had waited in a lobby chained to a chair, taken a piss in front of a sheriff’s deputy, visited the magistrate to have his charges reviewed and approved, suffered a humiliating in-processing complete with strip search, given up all his belongings, donned prison-issue scrubs and laceless shoes, and now lay on the top bunk of his assigned cell at the Arlington Detention Facility.

Midnight came and went.

He traced a thousand invisible designs on the painted brick ceiling as the strange, yet familiar, sounds of jail at night filtered into his cell like an awful serenade. Locked in.

He shivered and closed his eyes, trying to pretend he was on bivouac, resting in a sniper hide somewhere. Anywhere. Anywhere but here. His battered psyche knew better, though, and little things repeatedly yanked him back to reality.

The adult detention center was different from juvie, but jail was jail.

Just like when he was fifteen, disinfectant didn’t cover the stink that reminded him of a high school locker room after a football game. Inmates postured and formed cliques, trying to build a rep and stay safe. Scott was still isolated despite the crowd. Up until now, he’d only returned to this place in his nightmares.

This time he wasn’t waking up. And he sure as hell couldn’t sleep.

He knew why the elephants and gorillas and tigers at the zoo paced in their enclosures. He understood why chimps beat the walls and beautiful birds squawked in frustration at their clipped wings.

The fact that he’d sacrificed his freedom for a woman he loved—both times—couldn’t dislodge the boulder sitting on his chest. Maybe he was a fucking coward, but he had no illusions about prison life, and this was no kiddie lockup. If he were convicted and sent to federal prison for life—or, God forbid, death—he’d wither on the vine.

His patience might be legendary, but that ability came from knowing there was something to be patient for. How did one calmly face every day if there was no future? No point?

Could he really live for postcards from his mother and Valerie, assuming either of them communicated at all?

Jesus. He sat up and rubbed his face. Where was his faith?

It could take months—maybe years—but Valerie would find a way to exonerate them both. He had to believe that. Being locked up again had brought him back to age fifteen so viscerally that he could hardly breathe.

And somehow, returning to jail now was worse. As a kid, he’d known he’d get out at eighteen. This time he had no timeline and no guarantees.

And he was fucking helpless to save himself or Valerie.




















CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO




Falls Church, VA

Friday, 7:15 a.m.




VALERIE HID IN A DARK cabinet at the end of the row of washing machines, clutching the HOG’s tooth against her chest until she was awoken by the sound of someone starting a load of laundry. Remarkably, she had dozed off sometime after midnight when she decided no one was going to find her hiding spot.

She had debated making a run for it in the middle of the night, but worried that Duncan’s men might still be around watching for her to sneak out. Morning made more sense. If she walked away from the building like a woman on her morning commute, she could easily escape notice.

Five minutes after the laundry room door closed, she eased from the cabinet and slid to the floor. Yellow morning light streamed through a wide window in the door, chasing away most of the shadows. The cold from the linoleum tile seeped through her jeans. Every angry muscle sent a protest in the form of pins and needles and cramps. So she sat against the wall and took long, slow breaths.

Her limbs hurt almost as much as her heart.

Scott had sacrificed himself for her. For us. She had to force herself not to speculate on what his night had been like. Her imagination was far too vivid.

Squeezing her eyes shut against useless tears, she gently worked her muscles until she could stand. Once stable on her feet, she tucked her hair up under her beanie and donned a pair of sunglasses she had stashed in the outer pocket of her bag. She had worn her jacket and gloves all night.

She slung her tote bag over one shoulder and walked out into the dawn. Orange and pink clouds painted the sky in an optimistic display that she couldn’t appreciate. It would make more sense if the sun never rose again.

Moving with purpose, but not haste, she walked about half a mile to the nearest drugstore and bought a bottle of medium brown hair dye, a birthday card—because a fugitive wouldn’t do that—a pack of gum, black eyeliner, berry red lipstick, and a bag of Skittles in holiday colors. Because sugar.

“Breakfast of champions,” the skinny twenty-something cashier said, holding up the candy with an amused grin before he stuffed it into a bag.

Valerie smiled. “Right?”

The cover of The Washington Post caught her eye. Both her and Scott’s photos were positioned above the fold, along with a picture of police cars outside the apartment building last night.

Her heart boomeranged in her chest. Stay calm. Their images might be plastered all over the news, but most people never expected to actually see a wanted criminal in person. No one would notice her. Plus, in her current state, she looked very little like the woman in print.

And yet, some people were more observant. They knew Scott had been arrested, knew she was on her own. What if one of the store’s customers was an off-duty cop?

Come on. Relax.

She paid for her purchases and forced herself to walk slowly out the door.

What she needed was a computer with Internet access. She couldn’t risk using hers within WiFi range again. For all she knew the malware on it would automatically connect and send information about her location, even if the WiFi appeared to be disconnected. She’d only kept her laptop to see if she could find the malicious code and decipher it. Offline.

But right now her priority was checking the forums. Duncan would be even more alert now that he knew she was in Virginia and had broken into Aggressor. And while she was pretty good at surveilling an unsuspecting target, her old boss would not be so easy.

Fifteen minutes—and a quick stop at another drugstore—later, she strolled through the front door of a three-star nationwide chain hotel and nodded at the thin, twenty-something black man behind the front desk as she headed for the elevators, just another guest returning to her room. She even took a minute to fill a paper cup with coffee on her way, not a care in the world.

On the third floor, she found the vending machine room and initially stood in front of the snacks as if trying to make a decision. No one passed by or came out of the room across from her. Thanksgiving must have made it a slow weekend for a hotel that likely got much of its business from visiting defense contractors.

Eventually, two housekeepers started working the floor. Surreptitiously studying them as they cleaned separate rooms, she noticed a pattern. Both of them were in and out of each room several times and ended by taking in the small toiletry bottles, and then spending about another thirty seconds in the room, presumably for a final check.

Valerie waited until both women were out of sight, one running the vacuum, before she took the stairwell down one floor. Here, there was only one housekeeping cart located two doors down from the vending room. The small space housed an ice machine and a trash can and provided a good vantage point from which to observe the housekeeper.

When the plump woman grabbed several tiny bottles, Valerie walked slowly past the open doorway. The housekeeper smiled and nodded at Valerie’s “Good morning” as she exited the bathroom, shutting off the light, and turned toward the beds.

Valerie’s heart triple-timed as she slid silently between the cart and the doorjamb and stepped into the darkened bathroom. She crouched and scooted as far under the wide counter as possible. Her pulse throbbed in her ears, but she took slow, shallow breaths through her nose and curled up tight, closing her eyes so she wouldn’t flinch or react when the other woman walked past.

An interminable number of heartbeats later, the door to the hallway shut with a loud clank that made her jump.

She sat in place for another five minutes before closing the bathroom door and turning on the light. After laying out a washcloth on the counter and setting a bath towel next to her on the other side, she removed the bottle of dye and a pair of scissors she’d purchased at the second store, setting them silently on the small white towel.

The housekeeper would hear the water if she ran the shower or flushed the toilet—which she badly needed to use before she left—but the sink should be quiet enough. With luck.

Forty-five minutes later, she checked her appearance in the mirror. Gone were the long, honey-blond strands, replaced by chin-length, mousy brown hair. She’d shortened her bangs to about an inch above her eyebrows and given them a slight U-shape, lined her upper eyelids with liquid black, extending the line out beyond the corners of her eyes to create “wings,” and added red lipstick. The retro look changed her appearance so much she barely recognized herself.

After adding square reading glasses, she wasn’t even sure Scott would know her on the street.

The hair dryer was too loud to risk, but someone might notice a woman stupid enough to go out in the cold with damp hair, so she sat at the room’s desk and spent the next two hours scanning her computer for malware and reviewing her notes on everything she’d done since she had turned fugitive.

The malicious code was well hidden, and she couldn’t be sure she’d removed all of it, but at least Scott hadn’t gone to jail based on an unfounded fear.

As if that were worth celebrating.

A deep ache set up camp in her chest. His sacrifice was for nothing, since that was exactly what she had. Without Jay or the emails, it was Duncan’s word against hers. A former black hat hacker and daughter of a convict versus a respected, successful businessman and former Air Force officer.

Valerie didn’t stand a chance without definitive proof of her boss’s duplicity.

A little after ten, her hair was dry. She could probably stay longer without detection, but with her luck the room would be given to someone with an early check-in. Better to leave now.

She tidied the bathroom the best she could, leaving the damp towel and washcloth tucked under the far corner of the counter, as if they had been overlooked by housekeeping.

In case the front desk attendant was unusually observant, she turned her tote bag inside out so it showed the powder-blue liner, and rolled the bottom of her jeans. She checked her reflection once more. Still startled by her appearance, she folded her parka over one arm, grabbed her bag, and looked through the peephole.

The housekeeping cart was no longer in visual range, so she waited with her ear against the door until the vacuum started running several doors down. Quickly, she exited the room and strode to the stairs—pausing only to stash a twenty between two towels—hoping like hell if the front desk attendant noticed her on the hallway cameras, he didn’t realize she had exited an unrented room.

She made her way to the lobby, ignoring the guy at the desk, who was deep in conversation with a heavyset man wearing a tool belt. Just off the main hall, she sat in a small alcove with two computers and a printer. One monitor faced the front desk, the other faced the elevator lobby.

Taking the latter, she enabled the browser’s private mode and used a free online VPN that would make it harder to trace her location—about the best she could do for security on a computer like this—and started checking her lures and shady hangouts.

After an hour, during which only two people used the other PC, discouragement had started to set in. So far, none of her queries had produced anything useful. She’d checked her fake social media accounts. Cathy Hollowell had accepted Valerie’s friend request, but her account had been scrubbed of anything useful, and now she’d be on alert. She’d know better than to click on a link or image of any kind, even one from a “friend.” Dead end.

Working through the forums, the bad news continued. No one seemed to know, or have anything on, Duncan. She’d been unable to locate any offshore accounts for him or any of his close family, found no shell corporations, or any obvious signs of laundered money. His wife came from a wealthy family, so even if his lifestyle exceeded his means, the money might be legit.

Moving on, Valerie searched for known snippets of code that matched what had been on her computer, but found nothing with a cursory search. Anything more thorough required time, access, and resources she didn’t currently have.

She had to get Scott out of jail, and to do that, she needed something to exonerate them both. Despair clouded her mind with a darkness she hadn’t experienced since watching her dad die. Despite all of her skills and efforts, Duncan had bested her, just like her dad’s murderer.

Once again, she’d failed the person she loved most.

With enough time, she could find something that would put her old boss away, she was sure of it. No person, no company was unhackable. But she didn’t have the luxury of unlimited time or money, and her foe understood exactly who he was up against, which made him more formidable than most.

It took everything she had not to lay her head on the polished wood desktop and bawl her eyes out. Or give in to sleep.

Instead, she worked her way through a handful of Skittles and dug through the last few forums before she had to hit the road.

And that’s when she hit pay dirt.




Between walking and riding the bus, it took Valerie more than an hour to get to Duncan’s house in McLean. She carefully navigated the quiet street through a slushy drizzle that made the sidewalk slippery, and hunched further into her parka.

If her plan worked, she’d either have Duncan by the throat, or he’d have her in custody. Or worse.

A stiff breeze cut through her jeans and the cold soaked into her tennis shoes, turning her toes numb. She’d donned her beanie, but why hadn’t she taken an extra fifteen minutes to buy some boots?

As she approached the Hollowell house, she scanned the enormous homes that surrounded him. Many of them had their front doors open, letting heat and warm, happy light escape through the glass storm doors. Inside, the homes had garland-wrapped bannisters and family photos lining the long entrance halls.

It had always bugged her that people left their doors open year-round here, and not just in the most affluent neighborhoods. Were they being inviting to neighbors or were their foyers too dark?

Or maybe it was a southern thing. Northern Virginia didn’t feel like the south as much as Richmond did, but the roots were still there.

Unfortunately, the open doors signaled that the homes were occupied, but surely one of Duncan’s neighbors was gone for the holiday. It was Thanksgiving weekend for God’s sake.

And…bingo.

The imposing white colonial with green shutters just this side of her target had two newspapers on the front walk and a yellow padded envelope tucked between the storm door and the cherry red front door. All of the blinds in the second floor windows were turned down three-quarters of the way, as were those on the side of the house visible to her as she approached.

Turning up a stamped concrete path as if she belonged, she mounted a short set of stairs. A square-cut evergreen hedge lined the front porch from end to end, providing a cozy—if cold—private hideaway complete with wicker chairs and a two-person swing.

Three oak trees that had refused to shed their rust-brown leaves conspired with the elevation of the house above street level to hide Valerie from view once she moved away from the steps.

Cupping her gloved hands around her eyes, she peered through tall mullioned windows, her view hazy through ivory sheers flanked by thick velvet drapes. Unlike her quarry’s home where the lights blazed brightly against the gray day, the first floor full of elegantly gaudy—and probably ridiculously expensive—furnishings was dark, buttoned up tight, all blinds turned down and shades drawn.

The owners probably had lamps on timers to make the place appear lived in at night, but anyone seriously casing the place could tell the occupants weren’t home. Alarm stickers on every door and window left no doubt that the house was protected, but that was fine. Valerie had no plans to break in. She just needed their location and a bit of privacy.

Nerves and excitement made her jittery, and she thought of Scott—freewheeling Scott who liked to sleep outside under the stars and never wanted to be stuck behind a desk—confined to a small cage.

Hang on. If all went according to plan, Duncan would be a wanted man by the end of the day. Then again, if he didn’t have anything incriminating on his home computer—or she couldn’t get in—she was back at square one. Lose-lose.

She opened her fully charged laptop and fired up the scanning software she needed. Within minutes she had located the Hollowell family’s wireless router and confirmed that he still used the same brand she’d seen in his living room at the company Christmas party last year.

Professional curiosity might have driven her to peek behind the television…

The router was—as expected—locked down tight, but she’d found the key on a zero day exploit forum, which listed hardware and software vulnerabilities that hadn’t been fixed yet. It was called a “zero day” exploit because essentially, the company had zero days to prevent a hack now that someone knew about the security hole.

Valerie had spent hundreds of dollars worth of bitcoin for access to this unpublished “backdoor” into the router, but it had been more than worth it. Within minutes she had injected malware into the system that would give her access to any computers connected to the network as long as they weren’t shut down—access undetectable to anti-virus software.

The biggest risk to her was that her computer might be transmitting her location. Now that she was part of her boss’s home network, the risk was real, despite her attempts to root out the code his spiteful flash drive had installed.

Every few minutes, she looked up from her work, expecting Duncan or one of his henchmen to march up the steps and shoot her in the head.

The image spurred her to move faster, and not too long after attacking his router, she had located his computer and pushed her way inside. The beauty was, he didn’t even have to be logged in.

Trying to stay aware, even as she was sucked into that zone where she forgot the outside world existed, she attempted to go through his files, but the entire hard drive was encrypted.

She’d been worried about that. For convenience, decryption was probably tied to his computer login, which meant she either needed to figure out his password—and since he wasn’t a moron, it probably wasn’t “123456” or, better yet, “password”—or wait for him to log on.

Could she get him to use his computer without arousing his suspicion?

She chewed on a fingernail and ran through common password patterns that even the smartest people sometimes used. Duncan should be smarter, but she didn’t want to rule it out. That’d be like kicking in an unlocked door.

Her password cracker was running when he logged on.

Yes!

Now she had his password and could decrypt his hard drive again later if needed.

She systematically went through his files looking for anything useful, starting with keyword searches that turned up nothing. It had been a long shot, but sometimes people got careless. More than one hacker, online predator, or undercover cop had given himself away by forgetting to use a VPN to mask his actual location. Given that, it wasn’t hard to imagine Duncan keeping a file with her name—or the name of one of the companies she’d hacked for him—in it.

And even with her on the loose, he was probably fairly confident about his home security. Undeservedly, but confident nonetheless.

Valerie was an ice block by the time she found the prize: a folder called TRAVEL. All thoughts of cold fingers and toes disappeared as she opened document after document of damning information.

Pure gold.

Communications with his buyers, who appeared to be Chinese. Confirmations of money deposited to an offshore account under a different name. The terms of his payment for a sniper. All under innocuous names like Bermuda, Tenerife, Santa Barbara, Flights, Hotels, and Cars.

Her heart sped up, excitement warring with disbelief. I own you now, asshole.

She resisted the urge to let out a triumphant whoop, but allowed herself a quick fist pump.

Without delay, she directed the entire contents of TRAVEL to upload to a public folder she had on a cloud service, not bothering to check all of the files for relevant content. She could pick through them later.

A loud engine rumbled down the street and stopped in front of the house with the squeal of worn brakes.

Valerie bent over and squinted through a gap in the hedge. “Shit.”

A package delivery truck was parked in front of the house on the other side of the road. A thirty-something man with an athletic build jumped down, opened a roll-up door at the back, spilling rap music into the frosty air, and hefted a wide box, fast-walking it up the neighbor’s driveway.

She let go of the breath she’d been holding and slumped back into the rocking chair.

While the files uploaded directly from Duncan’s computer, Valerie switched to her email client and reviewed the draft of a message she’d written weeks ago. It contained a link to a web page she’d created to publicize any evidence against Duncan that she found and would be sent to a distribution list that included several journalists she admired, two random agents at the FBI, a Fairfax County police officer who had been her neighbor for a couple years, everyone at Aggressor, and the network administrators at the companies she’d been duped into hacking.

Once the files were copied to the cloud, she’d find a place to go through them in more detail and post the most incriminating ones on the site. The only problem was that many of the recipients would fear clicking on any link she sent. For that reason, she had picked a popular blogging site and hoped that at least the journalists and feds would be willing to check it out.

Thunk, thunk, thunk. “Hey,” a deep voice said, more surprised than suspicious.

She jolted. The delivery man stood on the porch holding two shoebox-sized packages. A spike of adrenaline hit her like a lightning bolt.

“What are you doing out here?” he asked.

Oh, God. Why hadn’t she kept track of him? How had she missed that his truck hadn’t started up again?

“Uh.” She cleared her throat. “Just getting some fresh air.” She should have had a prop pack of cigarettes or something. Who else sat outside in weather like this? “My parents keep the heat jacked up. Old bones…” She gave him a conspiratorial smile and a little shrug.

He narrowed his eyes at the darkened windows, but gave her an insincere smile in return and set the packages at the top of the stairs. “Okay, then. Have a nice day.” His shoes pounded the steps as he retreated.

Dammit. He was so going to call the police. If this was his regular route, he probably knew who the neighbor was, probably knew that a woman sitting outside next to the Hollowell house with a computer was bad news.

She snapped her fingers repeatedly at the computer. “Come on,” she said under her breath.

Internet service providers prioritized downloading over uploading because most Internet users spent a lot more time downloading files—web sites, emails, and videos—to their computers and televisions than sending information back to the Internet. 

So, the files were only about half done. Not that she needed to stick around for them to finish, but she had planned to keep watch in case something went wrong.

Now she had to bail.

Damn damn damn.

Her fingers hovered over the laptop monitor, reluctant to close the lid. Even now the cops could be on their way. What if they caught her as she ran away and no one knew what she’d found? Would they bother to look at the files?

She couldn’t risk it.

Working as fast as possible while keeping her ears tuned into the world around her, she modified her email message. She deleted all of the recipients except the reporters and systems administrators—no need to have Duncan’s own people alert him that she was in his home network, and given the holiday the others would likely take too long to view her message—then she swapped out the web page link for a direct link to her public folder on the cloud.

Once she had the folder set to View Only mode to prevent someone from deleting the documents, she attached the three most incriminating files she’d found directly to the email message.

Tires crunched the frozen asphalt and several smooth engines rumbled up the street, stopping just beyond her hiding space.

Mouth dry, she leaned down again. “Dammit.” Two navy and white Fairfax County Police cruisers were parked at the curb.

Valerie clicked SEND. Come on. Blood rushed her ears. She rocked anxiously in her seat as the message lingered in the Outbox.

Come on, you lazy-ass mail server.

Car doors shut quietly. A heavy shoe scuffed the concrete.

The message sent.

Valerie disconnected from Duncan’s router, slammed her computer shut, and stuffed the laptop into her bag. Rising to stand, she left the tote next to her feet.

A woman in a gray and black police uniform with her blond hair pulled into a sleek ponytail approached Valerie with her hand on the gun at her hip. “Ma’am. Do you live here?”

Better to be taken by the cops than by Duncan. “No. I’m Valerie Sanchez.”

Within minutes, she sat shackled in the back of a police cruiser while the officers stood around talking.

All around her, people had come out of their homes and huddled in small, animated groups in front yards and on sidewalks. Duncan strode onto his porch dressed in tan slacks and a white sweater, his wife at his side wearing a similar outfit.

His gaze met Valerie’s and bounced away, as if loath to make any contact with a criminal. He leaned close to Cathy and opened his mouth as if to speak, and then did a double take. His eyes widened almost comically.

That’s right, asshole.

The color drained from his face.

A woman in uniform approached his house and Duncan stepped back, bumping into his wife. Cathy rubbed her arm and narrowed her eyes at her husband. Her lips moved, but her words were inaudible from behind the bulletproof glass of the squad car.

It didn’t matter. The high color in the woman’s cheeks and her pinched lips said it all. 

Duncan shook his head and pushed past his wife, his face a dangerous shade of red. She clutched at his sweater, but he shoved her away and fled into the house.

It was his turn to run.

Valerie let her head fall onto the hard seat behind her, closed her eyes, and smiled.




















CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE




Fairfax, VA

Monday, 7:00 p.m.




THREE DAYS LATER, DUNCAN HOLLOWELL was still at large. After finding a stash of foreign passports under a variety of names in his home, law enforcement and the press speculated that he had fled the country. His wife appeared appropriately baffled and betrayed.

The sniper who’d killed the two agents to force Valerie’s escape and make her look guilty had been found dead in a D.C. hotel three days after the shooting, supposedly of an accidental heroin overdose. Jay’s murderer—a mercenary whom Scott had mistaken for one of the feds—and whoever had shot at them at the airstrip, were in the wind.

Scott wanted Hollowell to pay for fucking up his and Valerie’s lives—even if he’d also brought them together—but he’d settle for never seeing the asswipe again. And for freedom.

Both of them had been released from their respective jails this morning, directly into FBI custody. In exchange for all charges dropped, they belonged to the feds until the investigation was complete.

The media weren’t told until after he and Valerie were in interrogation, and by the time Scott was allowed to leave the federal building in Alexandria at four this afternoon, the press was long gone.

Kurt had given him a ride home, and then Scott had gone grocery shopping and basically kept himself busy until he got word that Valerie was done for the day. He hadn’t seen her since he surrendered to the cops on Thursday night, and his patience was shot to hell. 

Now it was six p.m., and Scott stood outside the locked entrance to police headquarters in Fairfax, in a yellow spotlight cast into the dark by a lamppost. The cold air turned every breath to frost, and for the first time in a long time he was frozen to his core.

Everything hinged on this moment. What if Valerie had come to her senses during the last three days without him? What if she didn’t want an ex-con in her life? A killer at that.

Outside, he was still as a statue, but inside he was a roiling mess.

He was learning to believe that he deserved friendship and love, but it didn’t come easy. Up until last week, he’d still felt like the FNG—Fucking New Guy—at Steele, still felt like he was proving himself to the guys. Even after they all worked together in St. Isidore, he’d been an outsider. A Marine, not an airman. A sniper, not a PJ. Short and compact, not tall and broad. And at twenty-seven, the youngest of them all.

But every single man at Steele—and Tara—had come to his and Valerie’s aid, never doubting or questioning that he was on the side of right, never stopping to consider the risk to themselves for helping him. He would have done the same in their shoes, yet it had still shocked him.

On the drive to Scott’s apartment this afternoon, Kurt had even floated the idea of offering Valerie a job as a computer specialist at Steele. No one else would touch her right now, and the company could use someone with her skills.

Why had Scott held everyone at bay for so long? He wanted their friendship, that sense of brotherhood and teamwork. Time to burn his hair shirt and start living. And loving. Otherwise, he might as well let the feds lock him up again.

He shivered at the thought. Never. Again.

Across the concrete pad, two figures appeared backlit in the doorway, and his pulse shifted into overdrive. The woman broke away and approached him slowly, her face hidden in shadow. “Scott?”

He stepped toward her with his arms out, heart pinned to his chest. “Hey, baby.”

She hesitated, and he stopped breathing.

“You left me,” she accused.

He swallowed hard and dropped his hands. “I’d do it again to keep you safe.”

“Always the protector,” she said softly, moving closer.

“I’ve been called worse.”  

Half laughing, half sobbing, she threw herself into his embrace. “I missed you,” she said against his shoulder, her grip around his waist like a vise as her escort disappeared into the building, leaving them alone.

“Me too,” Scott said, his throat tight. “Me too.” He wanted to laugh and cry and shout and drop to his knees. Instead, he tipped her head back gently and pressed his lips to hers.

She was as hungry as he was, and the kiss quickly turned frenzied. Thank God, thank God. He slipped a hand down to cup her ass and pull her closer.

A sharp whistle of appreciation rent the air as a vehicle approached. “Woohoo! Get it on,” a man yelled through the window as the car passed by and rounded the corner.

“Oh, my God.” Valerie broke away with an embarrassed laugh. “We should probably go.”

Scott grinned and reluctantly released her, but held out his hand. “Come home with me?” He held his breath.

She laced her fingers with his. “Yes.”

Yes. He kissed her quickly and tugged her toward his Jeep, which sat in one of the nearby parking structures. They crossed the street and passed a small, empty lot where the city hosted a farmer’s market on the weekends.

“Do you want to stop by your apartment for anything?” he asked.

“Not really. I’m not ready to see it yet.” Her steps slowed. “I’m not sure I’ll ever be ready.”

“Okay.” Maybe he could pack up all her stuff and put it into storage until she found a new place. Then, she’d never have to go back. He squeezed her hand. “You can stay with me as long as you want, but no pressure. If you’d feel more comfortable getting a hotel room…”

“No.” She stopped and faced him, caressing his cheek. “I want to be with you.”

She looked so different with her aggressive bangs and short hair, but she was still his beautiful, brave, intelligent Valerie. He ran both hands through her dark tresses and bent to kiss her warm, soft lips. “I love you.”

“I love you too.”

His chest eased, and he rode the high. She loved him. She still loved him.

“I suppose you have me to thank for your happiness,” a man said from Scott’s left.

Hollowell.




Duncan? Valerie hardly trusted her eyes. Shouldn’t he be in Fiji or something?

Scott—ever the protector—moved quickly to put himself between her and her former boss. Then he faced the devil. “What the fuck are you doing here?”

Valerie stood on tiptoe and peered over Scott’s shoulder. Duncan had a gun aimed directly at her lover’s chest.

All the blood drained from her head and the world tilted.

“Tsk, tsk, sniper,” Duncan said. “Poor situational awareness.”

Under her hands, Scott tensed, probably berating himself for exactly that reason. “I figured you’d be out of the country by now.”

Duncan cocked his head and caught Valerie’s eye. “We have a little unfinished business.”

Neither of them spoke, but Scott must have sensed her restlessness because he threw an arm back to keep her hidden.

“Thanks to you,” Duncan said, “the feds have frozen all my accounts. I figure you can help me get some of my money.”

Valerie’s throat went dry. They were less than a hundred yards from police headquarters, and maybe double that from the county jail staffed with dozens of sheriff’s deputies, and there wasn’t a soul around to help them.

“I think you overestimate my abilities,” she said. “I’ve never even tried to hack a bank.” Not entirely true, but a frozen account? “I certainly can’t do something like that in a few hours. You of all people should know that.”

It would require days or weeks of learning the ins and outs of the target bank before she could even start thinking about how to approach it.

“I don’t need you to hack a bank. There are plenty of other ways to use your skills to get money.”

Her entire core churned like hot lava.

Duncan made an impatient gesture. “Come with me now.”

“Don’t move,” Scott urged, squeezing her hip.

“Come with me or your boyfriend eats lead.” Duncan leered at them. “Live by the gun, die by the gun, right, grunt?”

God, no. “Okay.” Valerie spun away from Scott and scooted out of his reach. “I’ll help you.”

“Valerie, no,” Scott said.

“It’s my turn,” she said. She hadn’t been able to protect her dad, but she could keep Scott safe.

He growled in protest even as he kept his eyes on Duncan and his gun.

She made eye contact with her former boss. “I’ll go with you, but only if Scott walks away unharmed.”

“Goddammit, Valerie,” Scott said under his breath.

Duncan produced a set of handcuffs and held them out. “Lock him to that fence,” he said, pointing to the low chain-link barrier that bordered the parking lot.

She started forward, reaching for the cuffs.

Scott exploded into action. He kicked Duncan’s right arm and the gun clattered to the ground, sliding out of reach as the man stumbled. Scott followed with a punch to the kidney.

“Mother fucker.” Duncan came up swinging and caught Scott square in the face, knocking him back.

Blood spurted from Scott’s nose. Valerie screamed and ran at Duncan.

He produced a hunting knife and rolled to his knees. The blade in his grip was as long as her hand. Shiny, cold, deadly.

She stopped several feet away, her body physically recoiling from the horrible weapon. The metal flashed in the lamplight, like a beacon of warning. Stay away, stay away, stay away, it intoned in a menacing voice, keeping time with the frantic beating of her heart.

In that moment, she was fourteen again, frozen in shock as an angry beast of a man lurched forward and sank a knife deep into Dad’s abdomen. He repeated the stabbing motion even as her father fell to his knees, clutching his middle, eyes full of surprise as he registered the blood on his hands.

“Valerie, run.” Dad’s voice had come out strangled and hoarse, the spark of life already fading from his dark eyes.

She had run. Straight onto the attacker’s back with a primal yell.

But she’d been too late and too easily slashed open and too quickly cast aside to help.

Her scar burned with the memory.

Duncan pushed to standing. Scott sat up. Duncan lunged for the man she loved.

“No!” She launched herself into Duncan’s path, using her body as a shield. No shock, no fear would hold her back.

With a growl, he thrust his blade into to her upper thigh and tossed her to the asphalt. Her head bounced and the world went black.




“Valerie!” Scott cried as she was shoved aside.

Fear squeezed his chest in its iron fist and he ran headlong into Duncan, taking them both down on the sidewalk with a bone-cracking thud.

Scott reached for the knife. Duncan gripped it with both hands and tried to swing it away.

Enough of this fucker. Scott released the man’s wrists, catching him off guard. As Duncan’s arms snapped back, Scott unleashed his fists on the asshole’s face. His own nose throbbed and swelled, and he could hardly see, but he knew where to hit. And hit.

Duncan’s hands fell and he dropped the blade.

Scott hit him again. And again.

He wanted to kill the bastard, rip him limb from limb, tear him the fuck apart.

Instead, he stopped.

Scott straddled his quarry, breathing heavily. He would not murder him. I’m not my father. I’m not a killer. He was a protector, and as much as he hated the man whose blood covered his fists, he couldn’t take his life now that he wasn’t an immediate threat.

Scott squinted at Valerie in the dim light, feeling shaky. Scrambling off the other man’s limp body, he kicked the knife out of reach and rushed to her side. “Honey?’’

She moaned but didn’t open her eyes. “Valerie?” His voice was stretched tight with fear.

The overhead light glinted off a wet puddle under her leg. Scott’s stomach dropped. Her pants were wet and sticky. His fingers came away red. Oh, God, no.

He patted his pockets, searching frantically for his phone, fear lodged in his throat like a fist.

Footsteps pounded across the gravelly street. “Hold it right there!” “Hands up!” Shouts came from all sides as they were swarmed by half a dozen men in uniforms wielding guns. Finally.

“She needs an ambulance,” Scott yelled as his arms were wrenched behind his back for the second time in a week.




















CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR




Annandale, VA

Wednesday, 11:00 a.m.




WEDNESDAY MORNING, AFTER SHE WAS released from the hospital, Valerie stood before Scott’s apartment building, her stomach tied in knots. Scott hovered like a father watching his baby take its first steps, while she moved awkwardly on crutches down the wet sidewalk.

Duncan’s knife had damaged her muscles, nicked her femur, and made her bleed a lot, but she’d been lucky. They both had. Still, she cringed in sympathetic agony at Scott’s broken nose. She wanted to strangle Duncan with her bare hands for everything he’d put them through.

Luckily, she didn’t have to. He was in jail awaiting sentencing. He’d struck a deal in exchange for a guilty plea, so the death penalty was off the table, but no one expected him to get less than a life sentence.

And she and Scott were finally, truly free.

“At least I’m on the first floor,” Scott said, opening a glass door that led to a heated foyer and open staircase.

Yes, thank God, because he’d probably insist on carrying her up the stairs. Which would be nice, but also mortifying.

A trim blonde in her early twenties jogged down the steps in long tights and a fleece jacket, earbuds in her ears. She stopped in her tracks at the sight of them. Her eyes widened in recognition, and she nodded to Scott. “Hey.”

Hers was that careful kind of greeting you give to someone you don’t really know, but see often enough that it would be weird to ignore them. Like the guy who’s always out walking his dog when you go for a run, the cashier at the mini-mart where you shop for late-night cookie dough, the woman in another department at work who likes the same section of the office parking lot.

“Hi.”

The blonde kept her gaze down as she slid behind them and out the door. She was probably making a mental note to verify that her antivirus software was working, and to set her alarm when she got home.

“I think we’re bringing down the property values,” Scott said, pointing at a door to the left marked 1B, his voice half amused, half irritated.

The bridge of his nose was dark and swollen, with a butterfly bandage holding the split skin together, and purple bruises had spread like strokes of paint beneath both eyes. His sun-streaked hair was still shaggy, but he’d shaved this morning, revealing his sharp jaw and high cheekbones. Even his injuries couldn’t hide how handsome he was.

“Having you around should drive them up,” she said.

“Trained killers tend to make people nervous.” He unlocked the door and pushed it open, gesturing for her to enter.

“Injured people make people nervous,” she said. “They feel bad that they’re healthy and can’t help you, and also have an irrational fear that being around you might cause them the same fate.” The crutches were starting to make her armpits sore, but she swung through the doorway into Scott’s living room far enough to let him shut the door behind her.

“Wow.” The living room’s standard white walls were hung with professionally framed photos of all kinds. Arresting black-and-white shots of old bridges and buildings complemented gorgeous color images of waves breaking against a dark cliff and red rock structures from somewhere in the southwest. On the other side of a tan couch, the dining room boasted a thick, rough-hewn wooden table and chairs. “I expected something—”

“Cleaner?”

“No.” She laughed because the place was intimidatingly spotless. No dust, no stains, no clutter. “Plainer.” Gesturing to the pictures, she asked, “Did you take all these?”

“Yeah,” he said, removing his parka to reveal a Lumineers concert T-shirt, and then helping her with her own jacket. He stashed them both in a coat closet stuffed with camera equipment, an electric guitar, and three pairs of running shoes.

“They’re beautiful. They should be in a gallery somewhere.”

“It’s just a hobby.” With his injuries it was difficult to tell, but she could have sworn he was blushing.

She shook her head in disbelief and swayed a little. The pain meds made her a bit lightheaded.

Scott leaped toward her and grabbed her shoulder. “Hey, why don’t you sit down? I’ll get a pillow so you can put your foot up. I even bought Skittles.”

“In a minute,” she said with a laugh. “I want to see the rest.”

His apartment was a typical four-room layout with a bathroom tucked between the kitchen and the bedroom, high ceilings, and maybe five hundred square feet. They ended their short tour in the bedroom, which held a stocky wooden queen bed and matching highboy dresser. An emerald green duvet draped neatly over the mattress, and she imagined them wrapped up in it.

“Are you sure you’re okay with staying here?” Scott asked, studying her with his bruised sapphire eyes. “It was one thing when we were thrown together and on the run, but everything’s different now, and I don’t want you to feel trapped.” He cleared his throat. “I mean, we haven’t even been on a real date, and I’m already asking you to move in with me.” His careless laugh didn’t fool her. The answer mattered to both of them.

She chose her words carefully. “We have a lot to learn about each other. But that’s going to be part of the fun. The little idiosyncrasies and unexpected interests, the weird habits.”

“I don’t have any of those,” he deadpanned.

Valerie grinned. “Right. Me either.”

“Actually, I make origami swans.”

She laughed, not sure if he was serious or not, and balanced carefully on her left foot as she leaned her crutches against the wall. He instantly caught her around the waist for support, and just that touch sent tingles of delight down to her toes.

Running her fingers through the hair at his temples, she said, “I know the things that matter, Scott, and I love you for them. There’s nowhere else I want to be.” Her gaze locked with his. “I’m not afraid of moving this fast, are you?”

He shook his head and kissed her, searing her with his soft, searching lips before breaking away. “Outside of a war zone, no one’s ever fought for me before,” he said, his voice light with wonder. “Not my dad, not my mom, not my sister. But you did. You tried to put yourself between me and Hollowell—which I’m pissed as hell about, by the way—and I don’t even know how to accept that. No one’s ever loved me enough to make that kind of sacrifice.”

Tears threatened, tickling her nose, but she blinked them away. “I’m sorry I was the first. You deserved better.”

“I got the best,” he said, tracing her temple and cheekbone, down to her jaw with the tips of his fingers. “I love you, V. And now that you’re here, I’m not letting you go. You know that, right?”

Thank God. She nodded and gave him a sly look. “So now that we’re living together I won’t need to get on my knees to beg for sex?” Just the memory of her bold move in New Mexico made her warm all over.

Lust darkened his face, and he hugged her close, enveloping her in his intoxicating scent. Warm breath brushed across her ear as he said, “Baby, once you’ve healed, you are welcome to get on your knees anytime—and I’ll be happy to return the favor—but you will never, ever have to beg.”

Over his shoulder, a framed picture caught her eye. It was a print of the close-up he’d taken of her outside of Janus, the wind blowing her long hair back, a huge smile on her face that echoed how she felt right now in his arms. “You framed it.”

He pulled back and followed her gaze, ducking his head. “Yesterday. I promise it wasn’t there before.”

“So is that your way of telling me to grow out my hair?”

He apparently missed her sarcasm because he frowned and grabbed a strand of her short hair between his fingers. “You can do whatever you want with it. You’ll still be gorgeous.” Glancing over his shoulder at the photo, he said, “I just love the expression on your face. That pure joy and sense of triumph. I can see your inner fire in that photo.”

Her inner fire? Maybe the meds weren’t behind her sudden need to swoon.

Scott’s gaze met hers. “My goal is to make you that happy every day of your life.”

She kissed him over and over, lapping at his soft lips until he groaned and held her tighter. “I love you,” she whispered, her body in free fall.

“I love you too.”

“Goal achieved.”









THANK YOU!

Thank you for reading Blindsided. I hope you enjoyed it!

Sign up for my newsletter at gwenhernandez.com to learn about new releases, and be entered for a chance to win my next book.

I’d love to hear from you! Feel free to contact me at one of the sites below.

Website | Twitter | Facebook | Goodreads

Reviews help readers find books. I’d be grateful if you took a minute to leave a review for Blindsided on your favorite retailer or book review site.

Did you miss how it all started? Continue reading for a preview of Mick and Jenna’s story, Blind Fury.

Thanks!

gwenhernandez.com

Blind Fury (Men of Steele #1)

Blind Ambition (Men of Steele #2)

Blindsided (Men of Steele #3)


BLIND FURY EXCERPT




SHE’S DESPERATE TO LEARN THE TRUTH

When always-play-it-safe Jenna Ryan starts questioning how her brother died in Afghanistan, someone decides she must be stopped. Permanently. Her brother’s best friend—a sexy thrill-seeker she can’t stop thinking about—won’t reveal what he knows about the fatal shoot-out, putting Jenna at odds with the only man she trusts to keep her alive.

THE TRUTH IS THE ONE THING HE CAN’T GIVE HER

Former special forces operator Mick Fury would give his life to keep his best friend’s irresistible sister safe. He took an oath to stay silent about their last mission, but Mick’s will is tested by the white-hot attraction to Jenna he’s tried to ignore for years. Now he must risk everything—even falling in love—to protect her from the truth that could destroy them both.

CHAPTER ONE

In the land of dust and sand, things got messy when it rained. Mick Fury’s boots made sucking sounds in the mud left behind by a morning shower as he strode along the graffiti-covered blast wall that ran the perimeter of Kandahar Airfield. 

He kept pace with Rob Ryan, ignoring the kerosene scent of jet fuel assaulting his nose as they headed to meet up with their Claymore Security teammates. They were scheduled to train local police recruits in tactical shooting techniques today. A worthy exercise if the trainees stayed alive long enough to use their new skills. Unfortunately, cops in Afghanistan were one of the Taliban’s favorite targets. 

Rob waggled a large rip-proof envelope addressed to his sister in Virginia. “Let me drop this in the mail on our way.”

They detoured to the makeshift post office. “Did I forget Jenna’s birthday or something?” Mick asked.

“Have you ever remembered it?” Rob ribbed him.

Actually, he had. Every year. November twenty-fifth.

“No,” Rob said when he didn’t answer. “It’s just some notes and stuff that I don’t have room for in my bag.”

“So you’re really not coming back?” A lead weight settled on Mick’s chest. He and Rob had been best friends and teammates for twelve years. They’d had each other’s backs through boot camp, pararescue training, and now at Claymore. If Rob left in two weeks like he planned, then Mick would be left here with only his friend Dan Molina and a bunch of assholes, the kind who thrived in an industry where the rules of civilization didn’t apply.

The brotherhood he’d experienced in the Air Force—putting the members of the team above all else—had been hard to find in the world of private security contracting. Any one of them could walk away at any time, and some of the guys were outright criminals who’d never be allowed to carry a gun in the States.

“I’m really not coming back,” Rob said, stuffing the envelope into a slot in the shipping containers that masqueraded as a post office. “And you shouldn’t either.”

It was an old argument. The constant stress, the poor management, and the barren surroundings chafed like a tight shoe. But there was no substitute for the adrenaline rush. There was something about cheating death that made him feel alive like nothing else could.

“What else can I do?” Mick asked. “Every time we go home, I’m happy for about two weeks. And then it all starts to seem so pointless, so boring.” And quiet. There was nothing worse than being left alone with his thoughts. At least here in this hellhole he knew without a doubt that he was good for something.

Rob shoved his hands in his front pockets and rubbed a heel in the mud while they waited for the others to show up. “You think I don’t feel the same way? But every time I leave, the look in Jenna’s eyes nearly rips my heart out. I can’t do that to her anymore.”

Mick knew that look. Had memorized it long ago, along with everything else about the one woman who was off limits to him…and not just because Rob had threatened to permanently end his sex life if he tried anything.

He couldn’t toy with the heart of a woman who’d suffered so much already. Jenna was the kind of girl you married and took home to Mom. Not Mick’s usual type. She was smart and sweet, hardly a seductress. But somehow he couldn’t get her pale, almost-gray eyes and schoolgirl freckles out of his head.

“What will you do?” he asked Rob, bringing himself back to the ugly reality of Afghanistan. “I can’t see you settling down to a desk job and a white picket fence.”

Rob laughed, but the humor didn’t reach his eyes. “Screw that. I was talking to Dan, and he knows a guy who’s a flight medic for one of those MedEvac helicopters. They also do search and rescue missions. I’ll have to go to school first, but it’ll be worth it. It will be like being in the PJs again, but without anyone shooting at you.”

“Then where’s the thrill?” Mick asked, not entirely joking. He plastered on his trademark carefree smile and tapped his rifle. He never should have left pararescue, but the money he’d been offered to join Claymore had been impossible to resist.

His friend shook his head. “Just think about it, okay?”

“Sure.” He’d think about it. In fact, he already thought about it almost daily. Jesus, why couldn’t he be normal? When he was here, he wanted to go home—drive his new Camaro, flirt with girls, party with his friends; and when he was back in Virginia he could hardly stand it. The tedium and pettiness of Stateside life was suffocating. At least things made sense here.

His job was to survive. Simple as that.

“Hey.” Rob grabbed Mick’s arm as a large armored vehicle rumbled past, leaving deep grooves in the mud. “Promise me one thing.” He looked way too serious for Mick’s taste. Even more serious than usual.

“What’s that?”

“If something happens to me, you’ll leave Claymore and take care of Jenna.”

Oh, hell no. They were not going to have this conversation. Not right before going outside the wire. He bounced his eyebrows at Rob and forced a smile. “Take care of her, huh?”

“Yeah, and that includes protecting her from guys like you.” Rob ran a hand through his close-cropped hair. “Come on, man. I mean it. I’ll feel better knowing that she wouldn’t be left alone.”

“We’ve been here for two years. Why are you asking me this now?” Mick wrinkled his nose as the wind shifted, bringing with it the pungent odor of the sewage treatment plant—aka The Poo Pond. “Did something happen?”

Rob glanced around and shook his head with feigned indifference that didn’t fool Mick for a second. “No, I’m just being, you know, superstitious now that I’ve given my notice. If I don’t leave any loose ends, then nothing will happen.”

He was full of crap, but Mick let it go. “Dude, you don’t even have to ask. She’s the closest thing I have to a sister of my own.” Except for the very un-brotherly thoughts he had about her. “But you’re the one who’s going to be there for her, so it doesn’t matter. You’re going to go home, find a job, get a dog, and meet a girl. In another year, I won’t recognize you. You’ll probably even own a minivan.” Mick pulled a face, like he couldn’t imagine a worse fate.

Rob’s shoulders visibly relaxed and the line between his eyebrows softened. What the hell was going on with him? He’d never been this tightly wound before.

“Thanks. I owe you one.”

Mick consulted his palm as if it were a notebook, and pretended to cross something out. “By my calculations, that makes us even.” He grinned. “Hell, if I’d known you were this easy to get square with, I would have offered months ago.”

Rob finally laughed, and the knot in Mick’s chest loosened.

“Hey, ladies. You ready to run the gauntlet?” Three of their crew trudged toward them, nine millimeters in their thigh holsters and M4s strapped to their chest rigs, always at the ready. Dressed in khaki pants and polo shirts, they looked like an army of muscle-bound frat boys.

Mick and Rob fit right in.

“As long as you brought your diapers this time, Beavis,” Mick called out, using the nickname the man had earned for his rat-like resemblance to the animated character. “I don’t want shit to get all over the seats if we take fire.”

Beavis flipped him off and they walked toward their armored vehicles to meet up with the rest of the group for the briefing.

Just another day in paradise.

* * *

An hour later, Mick dropped to his knees in the mud next to Rob. “No, no, no!” He tore at his friend’s mangled body armor and sticky, wet shirt and—oh God, no. He spread his hands over the ragged mess that used to be his friend’s chest, as if he could hold him together by magic. His skills as a medic were of no use to him with an injury this bad… All he could do was try to stop the alarming flow of blood. “Damn it, Rob, hang on for me. You’re going home, remember? Come on, come on.”

Fucking Murphy and his law. Rob should have known better than to announce that he was going home right before they went outside the wire. Everyone knew a convoy was an easy target for roadside bombs and insurgent attacks.

Today, they’d managed to find both.

This can’t be happening. Mick adjusted his position and pressed harder. Rob couldn’t die; he was one of the good ones. Jenna needed her brother.

Mick needed him.

“Jenna,” Rob whispered, clutching weakly at Mick’s arm. His look said he knew he wouldn’t make it.

Mick blinked against the burn of hot tears and nodded. “Don’t worry. I’ll watch out for her until you’re on your feet again. Just stay with me.” But the blood wouldn’t fucking stop. It bubbled through his fingers, warm and sticky and relentless.

Rob closed his eyes and mumbled.

Mick leaned close to hear him over the noise of engines, men shouting, and the buzzing in his ears left by the ricochet of gunfire. “What’s that?”

“Don’t tell her.”

Sharp smoke stung his nose as Mick surveyed the carnage surrounding them. The barren ground was covered with lifeless figures slicked with mud and blood. He closed his eyes briefly to block out the images, but like so many other horrors he’d witnessed, the scene would haunt him forever.

No way in hell would he ever want to talk about it. Keeping this horrific moment from Jenna was an easy promise to make. “Never.”
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