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CHAPTER ONE




ALEXA LOWERED THE TREMBLING GIRL into the crawl space beneath the clinic and shut the trap door. She yanked the braided rag rug to cover it and stood. Soldiers would be here any—

The exam room door smashed open and a rangy man in a striped rugby shirt aimed a rifle at her chest. “Hands up!”

Heart hammering, she stepped onto the rug and raised her arms.

The last time the island’s rebel fighters had raided the Hygiea clinic in Terre Verte, they’d stolen everything—right down to the mattresses on the beds—and left one of the nurses dead. The mother of nine-year-old Flore. Flore, who should be safe at the orphanage next door by now.

As long as the stress—and the dust under the building—didn’t bring on another asthma attack.

“Just tell me what you need and I’ll get it for you,” Alexa said, her voice shaky.

Rugby kept his weapon trained on her. “Come with me.”

Her stomach jackknifed, but she followed him into the tiny waiting area where two other men stood guard.

He snagged her wrist and spun her into the front wall. “Do not fight me and you will live.” His lilting island tones didn’t match the menace in his voice.

A tremor ran through her body as he trapped her against the wall. Just last month a French aid worker in another village had been kidnapped and repeatedly raped until her family produced a ransom. Would they take Alexa because she was American?

The man drew her hands together behind her, sending her into panic mode. She knew how much rape could devastate a person. She’d witnessed it firsthand with her sister. No way would she go down easy. Not as long as she had any fight left. Alexa kicked back, connecting with her attacker’s shin and eliciting an enraged howl.

“Bouzin!” he yelled, calling her a bitch. He knocked her feet out from under her and she slammed to the ground, hitting her cheekbone and hip on the solid wood before he landed on her.

She bit back a whimper and flailed like a madwoman. All of the self-defense moves she’d learned were useless now that she was down.

“No more moving.” Rugby ended her fight with a knee to her back and shackles around her wrists and ankles.

Shouts came from the storage room that doubled as her sleeping quarters. She turned her head to see Garfield in the doorway, a rifle trained on him from behind. His lip was split and bleeding, and his dark eyes blazed with anger when he spotted her.

Hands out, palms up, he stepped forward. “Why do you fight us? We’ll let you take whatever you need. We’ll treat your men. No need for violence.”

Rugby stood. “You’ll let us take her.” He kicked Alexa in the ribs and she hissed in pain.

“Stop!” Garfield lunged toward her.

A soldier in a yellow shirt jumped forward and plunged his knife to the hilt in Garfield’s side, then pulled away. Blood ran through her friend’s fingers as he gripped the wound and sank to his knees, his eyes wide.

“Garfield!” Alexa jerked against her restraints. “Let me help him.” Her voice turned shrill as Rugby gripped her under the arms and tossed her over his shoulder, setting off a firestorm of pain in her ribs that left her gasping.

Her captor strode to the door, pausing to call directions to his crew, who appeared in the doorway of the back room with their arms full of medicine, blankets, and syringes.

Then he stepped outside into the moist Caribbean air, and Alexa watched through the doorway—absolutely powerless—as Garfield’s blood drained from his body, sliding into the cracks between planks in the scuffed wooden floor.




Alexa winced as the van Rugby had thrown her into barreled over another pothole. Every bounce against the hard metal floor of the cargo hold added another bruise to her battered body. If she had to guess, she was sporting about thirty minutes’ worth.

But Garfield has it worse.

Her throat closed and she blinked back tears. That old companion, helplessness, stole over her the way fog crept over the mountains back home in Seattle.

Please, let him and Flore be okay.

She rolled forward until the small locket tucked inside her sports bra pressed into her left breast. The oval trinket—and the pictures inside—had become a talisman of sorts over the years, getting her through the tough times. The memories of the people whose photos rested inside were both treasured and painful, but they fed her resolve to stay alive, to escape.

Despina, her beautiful, blonde twin. Shy, intelligent, caring. And dead. They were best friends, but Alexa had failed her in the worst way.

And Dan Molina. Mesmerizing hazel eyes, lean muscles, and soft lips that had devastated her as surely as the recent hurricane had stripped St. Isidore’s eastern shores. He was smart and honorable, and far better than she had deserved, even for a few weeks.

The van jerked to a halt, and sunlight cut through the dim space as the back doors were wrenched open a few seconds later. “Come,” Rugby said, slicing through the rope at her ankles before dragging her to her feet on the spongy earth.

Alexa squinted against the brightness as she stumbled through a forest of lansan trees, palms, and vines, the branches and leaves slapping her unprotected face.

Local traders had scarred the trunks of the lansan repeatedly to capture the resin, prized for use as incense. It didn’t take much thought to find a metaphor for St. Isidore’s people there. Subject to frequent abuse, but still standing. 

After several minutes, the tall trees and wild undergrowth gave way to a grove of papayas planted in neat rows. The heavy pear-shaped fruits hung in clusters from delicate trunks that didn’t look strong enough to support their burden.

Sweat trickled down her sides and back as they approached a modest plantation house with two dormers and a wraparound porch. White paint peeled from the siding, and the steel roof had turned to rust.

“Oy!” Rugby called as he shoved her up the dirt drive to the questionably sound front steps.

A plump woman with graying cornrows pulled into a bun slammed open the screen door and urged them forward. “In the kitchen,” she said in the local kweyol.

Alexa couldn’t always understand the blend of French and English that reflected the island’s history of colonization, slave trading, and war, but she got the gist.

Her captor pushed her ahead of him into a dark foyer, then across a creaky wooden floor into the kitchen. She caught an impression of green walls and sixties-era appliances before the man at a small pine table stole her attention.

She’d seen only old pictures of him as a politician in his thirties. He hadn’t been photographed in almost twenty years. His hair was grayer and thinner now, his face lined but unmistakable with a thick scar that ran from his left earlobe to his chin. Frederick Jeannot.

The name left a sour taste in her mouth and made her twitch with the need to run away. In her wildest nightmares, she’d never imagined coming face to face with the founder of the St. Isidore Resistance—referred to as SIR by the locals.

“Untie her,” Frederick snapped in English, his voice carrying the cultured tones of a British education atop the island accent.

Rugby cut her bindings, and she rubbed her wrists reflexively. Could he tell she was shaking?

“What is your name?” Frederick asked. Sweat glistened on his dark brow, despite the efforts of the ceiling fan and open windows.

“Alyssa Drake.” The lie rolled off her tongue with ease. She’d been using the name for so long it was more real to her than the one on her birth certificate.

“You are a nurse, yes?”

Alexa fidgeted with her watch, then forced herself to drop her hands. “Yes.”

“Good.” He nodded.

Was that why he’d brought her here? “We treat everyone at our clinic. Your men didn’t need to attack us to get help.”

Behind her, Rugby’s sneakers scuffed the floor.

Frederick merely tsked. “I could not risk going to Terre Verte. Desmarais has spies everywhere,” he said, referring to the country’s president.

Ironic, considering that this man had plenty of his own spies in the village. And in nearly every other fishing village, resort, and plantation town across St. Isidore’s twenty-five miles of jungle.

And then the meaning of his words sank in. “You’re hurt?”

She narrowed her eyes and scanned what she could see of him, but found no obvious injuries. He was tall and lean with broad shoulders that filled out his black linen shirt, and an intense gaze that apparently made true believers out of the disaffected and unemployed.

“Caught the wrong end of a blade,” he said, lifting his left sleeve to expose a large piece of gauze taped to his upper arm and soaked through with blood. “I’d like you to fix it.”

Her blood turned hot. Alexa could still see the panic on Flore’s face when she realized rebels were approaching the clinic. Frederick’s men spread terror and death everywhere they went. They’d gravely wounded Garfield, kidnapped Alexa, and stolen the clinic’s supplies and now he wanted her help?

“Fix it? My friend Garfield—a nurse that the village desperately needs—caught the wrong end of a blade when your men attacked our clinic just now.” Her voice rose, even as some part of her screamed at her to stop talking. “I don’t even know if he’s still alive, because your men dragged me away before I could help him. Are you going to fix that?”

His eyes widened. He was probably used to people bowing at his feet, begging for mercy. In a minute she might be one of them, but everything she’d been feeling since his men killed Flore’s mother Rashelle three months before—hell, since encountering his resistance forces the first time she was stationed here three years ago—came spilling out like bile. Unstoppable.

“There will be a line of people at the clinic this afternoon. People who need care that we won’t be able to provide because you’ve taken the nurses out of commission and stolen our supplies. Again.” Sweat trickled down her sides at the growing menace in the man’s eyes, but the words kept coming. “You claim to care about the people of St. Isidore, but all I see you doing is terrorizing them and those who would help them. You deny them access to food, clean water, and health care. Those are not the actions of a leader who puts his people’s welfare first. How are you any better than the government you vilify?”

“Enough!” Frederick cut her off, jumping to his feet. “You understand nothing about this island. About my people.” He slapped his chest. “I provide homes for the children whose parents can’t feed them. I provide food and shelter and work for men who would have none, whilst the government gives them nothing. Everything I do is for the greater good of St. Isidore and her people.”

Alexa’s breath came hard and fast, but she didn’t look away from his hard gaze. Even as her muscles trembled, she straightened her spine and clamped her jaw shut to keep herself from responding.

Rustling noises came from behind, but the leader shook his head and the sound stopped.

“Do you refuse to treat me?” he asked, his deep voice calm again.

“No.” She wouldn’t refuse anyone medical care. Not even him.

From here on out, she had to do whatever it took to survive. To get back to Garfield and Flore and the people of Terre Verte. They needed her more than she needed to argue with a wannabe dictator whose ambition had blinded him to the devastation he wrought.

At Frederick’s command, Alexa washed up and examined his wound while Rugby went to the van to fetch supplies. She shifted into professional mode, shutting off the part of her brain that registered who this man was and all of the atrocities he and his army had committed. Right now, he could only be a man with a two-inch laceration in his left medial deltoid. A man who needed stitches.

“You should go to a hospital for this. They’ll have anesthesia and a better selection of sutures.”

“I cannot.”

She nodded, not expecting a different answer. Thirty minutes later, she wiped the sweat from her brow and tried to rotate some of the tension out of her shoulders as she studied her handiwork. A neat row of knots marched across Frederick’s upper arm, barely visible against his dark skin. She ran through the wound care protocols as she applied antibiotic ointment and covered the site. “If you notice any signs of infection, I urge you to see a doctor. And someone will need to remove the sutures in about a week.”

“Yes. I have been through this before.”

“If you come to the clinic after dark, I’ll do it. No need to break down the door.” She resisted the urge to glare at Rugby.

Frederick’s lips curled in mild amusement, but he didn’t respond.

She stood and cleaned up her mess, removed the latex gloves she’d donned for the procedure, and washed her hands in the rust-stained kitchen sink. Then she took a deep breath and faced her captor. “Will you let me go back now? I can wear a blindfold or ride in the back of the van.”

Rugby laughed as if her suggestion were ludicrous.

Frederick studied Alexa in silence.

Blood pounded thickly in her ears as she awaited his response. 

Finally, he rose to his feet with a benign expression on his face. “I understand your father is in the shipping business, Miss Alyssandratos,” he said, his voice easy and casual, as if discussing the weather.

Shock pulsed through her, followed quickly by the crushing weight of despair.

She was never going back to Terre Verte.




















CHAPTER TWO




DAN MOLINA STEPPED OUT THE front door of his Falls Church apartment and dropped into an easy jog. On his way out of the complex, he tossed Tuesday’s Washington Post and its damning articles into the recycle bin parked next to the low-slung brick building. 

The reporters praised him in one breath and denounced him in the next. Did they think he didn’t care about the cost of his mistakes? In an instant, his private security team at Claymore had wiped out every good thing he’d done as an Air Force pararescueman—a PJ. Every life he’d saved, every risk he’d taken for another, every sacrifice he’d made.

Four good members of his team and dozens of innocent civilians had died in an attack in Afghanistan orchestrated to cover up illegal dealings. If Dan had paid more attention to the signs of corruption, he might have prevented it all.

Somehow he had to live with that. He’d slowly begun to forgive himself, as much as anyone could. After all, he wasn’t the only one who’d missed the signs, and Dan knew from experience how debilitating guilt could be. His only choice was to move forward.

Being out of the news had helped, but now, Colin Di Ferio, one of the assholes under suspicion for playing on the wrong side, was facing a grand jury. So just when things had started to quiet down, the incident was back in the news. He couldn’t escape it.

Not that the hell of that day would ever leave him, news or not. Which was why he ran every morning before the sauna that was D.C. in July made it unwise to be outdoors. All of his mental baggage came with him, but it slowly fell away a piece at a time as he raced along the streets already packed with early commuters.

The thick air was almost cool at this hour, leaving a fine sweat-like sheen over the grassy strip that lined the road. Unwanted images flitted through his mind, but he outran them, focusing on his sawing breath, the pounding of his feet on the asphalt, the strain of his muscles.

The run untwisted his insides enough to make it through another day, and ninety minutes later he parked in the underground garage of the high-rise building in Arlington where his friend Kurt Steele had recently moved Steele Security, a private security contractor that didn’t take government or military contracts, money be damned.

After a brief elevator ride, he entered the office and went straight for the break room, where business manager extraordinaire Tara Fujimoto stood at the counter talking to Scott Kramer.

“Hi,” she said to Dan with a brilliant smile. How did she stay so upbeat with all the shit flying around them?

“Morning.” Dan managed not to grunt as he nodded at Scott.

The former Marine sniper looked more like a surfer dude than a security specialist with his sun-bleached hair, wiry build, and Wombats concert T-shirt. He raised his mug in return and then looked at Tara. “I gotta go,” he said, as he slung a backpack over one shoulder and walked out.

She contemplated his exit with a frown.

“Everything okay?” Dan asked.

Whipping around to face him, she nodded. “Yeah. I was just hoping to get him to talk about what’s bothering him.”

Dan snorted. “Fuck that noise. You should know by now that guys don’t talk.”

She pulled a face. “Right. They run, they work, they shoot things, they drink, they flirt. They definitely don’t talk.” Tearing a paper towel from its roll, she wiped scattered grounds into the trash can and put the coffee beans in the freezer. “Why do you think I like working here so much?”

When she reached for the broom, he stopped her. “Do you need to talk?”

With a sigh, she leaned against the counter in one of her many bright dresses—this one jungle green—and balanced on crazy tall heels that looked painful but still only brought her up to his shoulder. “About what?”

“You saw the news?” He knew she could handle herself under fire. Literally. It was one of the reasons Kurt had agreed to hire her after she’d quit her old job. But that didn’t stop both men from looking out for her.

Colin Di Ferio had fucked up more than Dan’s life. He’d pulled Tara into the fray, and now her ex-boyfriend-turned-abductor’s facing a grand jury had rekindled old nightmares for both of them.

“Hard to miss the headlines,” she said with a brittle laugh.

Dan paused and really looked at her. She was perfectly put together as usual—a sleek combination of stunning and professional—but dark shadows marred the skin beneath her eyes, and her mouth was tight. 

“Seriously. How are you holding up?” he asked.

“I thought guys didn’t talk.”

He raised one eyebrow and waited.

She shrugged with one shoulder and examined her shiny red fingernails. “I’m fine. My friends are alive. Colin’s behind bars. Everyone else is dead. Sometimes I can sleep.” Her brown-eyed gaze met his. “You?”

He hesitated. Her stubborn jaw dared him to poke at her tough facade, but she wouldn’t thank him for it. “The same.”

Surprise flickered across her face, but she chased it off with a placid smile. “So we’ll live.”

“Yeah.” He grabbed a mug from the cupboard and poured himself a cup of coffee, adding three sugars to make it palatable. “Let me know if the media gets too zealous. Kurt can assign someone to keep them at bay. Maybe Scott or Todd.” 

She wrinkled her nose. “No, thanks.” Gesturing toward the door, she said, “Kurt’s ready for you.”

“Great.” He squeezed her upper arm gently. “Hang in there.”

She gave him a tiny salute. “Yes, sir.”

He shook his head and smiled as he walked toward Kurt’s office, his running shoes quiet on the thick carpet.

Kurt looked up at Dan’s quick rap on the doorway and waved him into his spartan gray office with its military-surplus metal furniture. He was dressed in his standard uniform: a black Steele Security polo and khaki cargo pants with running shoes. He’d been a PJ with Dan, but after recovering from the loss of both legs—physically, anyway—he’d started Steele Security. A warrior was a warrior. Kurt might not be fit to fight, but this company gave him a way to stay in the game.

“Seen this?” Kurt asked with a scowl, gesturing to the paper before he waved Dan toward a chair.

“You think having everything rehashed in the news will hurt business?” He took a sip from his mug as he sat, hissing as the coffee nearly stripped the skin off his tongue. “Shit, that’s hot.”

Kurt smirked. “Pansy.”

Dan gave him the finger, then sobered. “Seriously. I can take a leave of absence or…resign if you think it would be best.” Best for Kurt. Not him. He hadn’t wanted to stay in private security of any kind after the nightmare in Afghanistan and its aftermath, but he wasn’t good for anything else.

Besides, he needed the money. And his best friends worked here.

“Resign? Hell no,” Kurt said with heat. “Let them talk. Everyone who matters knows what kind of guy you are.”

Dan squirmed. “Thanks.”

His boss waved off his gratitude. “Don’t sweat it. I have a job for you.” He shifted in his squeaky desk chair and slid a folder toward him. “A woman was taken hostage in St. Isidore. Her father contacted me last night.”

St. Isidore. Dan’s pulse tripped at the mention of the tiny Eastern Caribbean paradise. “I was there a few years ago.”

“After the earthquake, right?”

“Yeah.” He and several other PJs had been part of a four-week humanitarian mission to help with the massive casualties and cleanup. But it was memories of a curvy strawberry blonde and their hot nights together that set his heart racing.

He shook his head to clear out the distracting thoughts. That was years ago. He was over it. Over her. “So what’s the story?”

“Ever hear of Cristos Alyssandratos?”

“The shipping magnate?”

Alyssandratos had made the news last year after security contractors on one of his ships repelled and killed a band of pirates off the coast of Somalia. Not to mention the man made the Forbes “400” list every year. He didn’t court the spotlight—and Dan would be hard-pressed to say what he looked like—but most people would recognize the name.

“Exactly.” Kurt sipped from an insulated Aim High coffee mug and tapped the folder. “It’s his daughter, Alexa. Yesterday SIR snatched her in Terre Verte. They’re asking for two million.”

Dan scowled. “What was she doing down there?” St. Iz wasn’t exactly a tourist destination these days, not even for the rich and bored. The recent hurricane and SIR—the St. Isidore Resistance—had seen to that.

“She’s a nurse working for Hygiea.”

“So, not a pampered princess.” Maybe. “Why does Alyssandratos need us? This sounds like something for the SEALs or Delta.”

Kurt ran a hand over his short black hair and nodded. “He doesn’t want anyone to know she was taken.”

Dan’s eyebrows lifted. “To protect her or himself?”

“Probably both. The U.S. has a strict no-ransom policy. Alyssandratos doesn’t want to reward the terrorists for kidnapping her, but he wants to keep the option open in case we fail. He’s had friends go through this recently, and the U.S. government kept them completely in the dark. The man wants more control, especially after the recent failed rescue attempts in the Middle East.”

“How did he find out the rebels have her?”

“He received a ransom request via email from Frederick Jeannot.”

The coffee in Dan’s mouth turned bitter. “Do we know where’s she’s being held, or if she’s still alive?”

Kurt fixed his inky black eyes on him. “According to the digital proof-of-life image, she was alive last night. Apparently, her dad’s investigator hid a GPS tracker in her watch when she started working for Hygiea, but there’s no way to know if she’s still wearing it. I have its current location.”

Dan rubbed the stubble on his chin and sat back. Spotty intel made things riskier, but search and rescue was his specialty. And here was a chance to do something meaningful again. Something more important than babysitting corporate execs and trying to bypass companies’ security to expose their vulnerabilities. And the distraction from the media frenzy wouldn’t hurt. “Just me?”

“We can’t risk a political incident, with their government or ours. One man is easier to explain away than a team of commandos. But I’ll have Jason and Todd on standby, just in case.”

Dan was used to working as part of a team. PJs lived, breathed, and trained together. Someone always had his back and he had theirs. But acting alone gave Steele and Alyssandratos the necessary deniability.

“If you don’t want this one,” Kurt said, “I can give it to someone else. But Alyssandratos asked for you personally.”

Dan’s head snapped up at that. “What?” He frowned. “Why?”

Kurt shrugged. “He said you came highly recommended by that tech company CEO you guarded in Brazil last month.”

Norris. An arrogant but brilliant man whose suits cost more than Dan’s truck. “All right. You got a plan in mind?” He snagged the folder, skimming through the preliminary intel. “One that will get me back before Mick and Jenna’s wedding?”

He was the best man at the ceremony on Saturday. Kurt was a groomsman and Tara was the maid of honor, and they all had to be in South Carolina by Friday evening for the rehearsal dinner.

“Do it right and you should be back tomorrow. Wednesday latest. And there’s a nice bonus if you get the girl back by Thursday. The St. Isidore airport is still shut down, so you’ll fly into St. Lucia instead. I’ll have a small yacht lined up for you at the marina there, and a contact to pick up weapons. St. Lucia is strict as hell about bringing them in, so you’re going to have to stay under the radar there.”

“When do I leave?”

“There’s an early afternoon flight into Hewannora. You should have plenty of time to get to the docks before dark. Tara will handle the rest of the details.”

“Perfect.” Dan riffled through charts and maps and snippets of intel about SIR rebel camps and sympathizers while he and Kurt hashed out the rest of the plan. Idly, he flipped to the last page.

And stopped breathing.

His body turned to ice at the image of a stunning woman with intelligent blue eyes and honey-red hair that skimmed her shoulders.

“Alyssa,” he whispered as acid pooled in his stomach. Fuck.

“Yeah, she goes by Alyssa Drake to protect herself, but her name’s Alexa,” Kurt said absently. He must have noticed something on Dan’s face, though, because he straightened. “What’s up?”

Dan suddenly understood why Alyssandratos had asked for him, and it had nothing to do with Norris’ recommendation.

He shook his head and willed his heartbeat under control, clearing his throat against the sudden constriction. “No, nothing.” He forced a grin. “She’s hot.” A fact that he could verify from experience because he’d known her—intimately—for three of the most incredible weeks of his life.

Right up until she shattered his heart.




The evening after her abduction, Alexa woke in the dark to low voices from outside. Her jail was a block-brick building maybe twice as big as a porta potty, and sporting a similar—though much smaller—hole. The only ventilation came from a four-inch screened gap that ran under the eaves of the high metal roof and let in weak moonlight, but little air to cool her down.

An evening shower had flooded in through the opening, slicking the cement floor so that she had no dry spot on which to lie. But she no longer cared about being wet. She’d been damp nonstop since her arrival in St. Isidore.

After stitching Frederick’s wound, she’d been shoved back into the van’s cargo hold and driven another half hour or so to…wherever this was. Since then, she’d slept as much as possible to keep anxiety for Garfield and Flore from gnawing a hole in her chest.

She’d been counting sunsets to track the days. One of the guards had stolen her watch, but he hadn’t found her locket. She had to take comfort in the little things.

At the sound of a key in the lock, she shifted to a seated position and pressed her back to the rough block wall. So far Frederick’s men had dropped her in the cell and left her alone. Alone was preferable to the alternative, but it didn’t give her much opportunity to escape.

The door swung inward on surprisingly quiet hinges and her guard entered, moonlight glistening off the sweat on his young face. He couldn’t be much over twenty; his neck and shoulders didn’t fill out his T-shirt the way they would in a few more years. He grinned as she tried to become one with the wall.

“I have a proposition for you, lady,” he said, his voice genial as if he were merely passing on a tidbit about the weather or his favorite cricket player.

Her mouth went dry and she could only stare as he stepped inside.

“You be good to me,” he continued, his eyes glinting with something fearsome that didn’t match his friendly tone, “and I’ll be good to you.”

He reached for her and she whimpered, hating that sound of weakness as it escaped her lips. She scrambled to her feet, nearly slipping on the wet floor, eager to give up her position of vulnerability on the ground.

“No,” she said on a harsh breath.

Before she could discern his intent, he yanked her sideways and shoved her face first into the wall. The bruise she’d sustained in her earlier struggle sparked with pain so intense that bright lights flashed in her skull.

She rammed an elbow back into his stomach, but he dodged the worst of the blow and clamped her hands together with one of his own, swearing under his breath. He might not have filled out yet, but he was still strong. And she was weak from lack of food and water.

All of the self-defense lessons Hygiea had paid for were worthless if she couldn’t put any power behind the moves she’d learned.

Her heart walloped her chest as she struggled for purchase on the slick cement without being able to use her hands for balance. If she kicked back, would she go down instead of him? If she screamed, would the others come to her aid, or join her attacker? She wriggled against his hold and sent one heel back into his shin.

“Salop!” He hissed the insult, slamming her into the block wall again.

Her mind turned to fog, and nausea climbed her throat. If she let him take her down…

Beyond desperate, she quit fighting and dropped like a stone. Taken off guard, her captor slipped and lost his grip as he flailed toward her with a shout. She scurried to her left, out of his grasp, and launched herself at the doorway. He snagged her collar and yanked her back. The shirt pulled tight against her throat, and she coughed.

The guard flipped her onto her stomach and pinned her with his body. “So you like it rough,” he said with a low chuckle. “I can—”

“Get the fuck off of her,” a deep voice growled.

Alexa’s heartbeat skipped. An American! Her attacker’s weight lifted, accompanied by a gurgling sound. She scrambled to the far wall and faced the man who filled the doorway, barely visible in camouflage-print clothing. He hooked a thick arm around the guard’s neck, his face concealed behind dark camo paint and the shadow of a floppy hat as he waited until her attacker went limp.

She pressed her back against the cool brick and held her arms in a vain attempt to keep the trembling at bay.

“Stay there,” the commando whispered. Then he lowered his unconscious burden to the floor and shackled the kid’s wrists and ankles with zip ties. He stuffed a rag into the guard’s mouth, and turned his attention her way. “Come on.”

Relief flooded her limbs and left her shaky. “Who are you?”

He glanced at the door and hesitated, then removed his hat. She’d recognize his face anywhere. Her heart skipped.

“Dan?” Her voice was breathy, his name barely even a whisper. Could it really be him? “What are you doing here?”

He crammed the hat back on his head and reached out a gloved hand. “I came for you. Can you walk?”

She took his hand and pushed aside all of her questions for a better time. He pulled her to her feet, and she winced but managed not to cry out at the pain in her ribs and hip.

As she moved into the moonlight spilling in through the open door, he stilled and reached a hand toward her face. “Fuck, Lys.” He dropped his arm, but held her gaze. “What’d they do to you?”

He was the only one who’d ever called her Lys… She shook off the painful memories and made a dismissive gesture with her hand. “I’m fine. It’s just a few bruises.”

“Like hell.” Dan straightened and stepped to the door to survey the area around the hut. Jerking his head toward the forest, he said, “Let’s move.” He gripped her hand and led her down the stairs.

She followed him into the shadow of the dank hut, and crept through the darkness. Her entire left side ached and her muscles were like jelly, but she took shallow breaths and focused on crossing the open field to the forest. Every sound made her flinch and she continually scanned behind her, sure the alarm would sound any minute and rebels would run them to ground.

They entered a banana plantation that skirted the clearing around the camp. The once neat rows of squat plants were now a mess of undergrowth, dead leaves, and rotten fruit that filled the air with the pungent smell of fermentation.

She and Dan moved slowly through the cool, humid air that made her shiver in her damp clothes. Her brain screamed at her to run, but she knew stealth was better than speed in this case. Not that she could have run if she tried. Dehydration, exhaustion, and pain conspired to bring her down, and she fought to stay upright with every step.

She had no idea where they were—she’d passed out from the pain shortly after Rugby had thrown her over his shoulder to haul her away from the orphanage—but the further they moved from the SIR outpost, the more she relaxed.

Dan stopped next to a small group of banana plants and guided her behind him before going absolutely still. Her heart gave a kick, but she followed suit. What did he see?

A few heartbeats later, the orange glow of a cigarette appeared as a sentry passed no more than twenty yards in front of them, his white shirt nearly glowing in the faint light.

If Dan weren’t blocking her from view, she’d shine like a beacon in the night with her khaki clothes and pale face.

They waited several minutes after the guard trudged off, then Dan prowled forward, silent on the damp earth as he slowly parted the broad banana leaves and guided them back into place after she’d followed.

Finally, after what seemed like hours, the plantation gave way to a tight knit of vines and palms and towering trees with thick roots. Dan continued the mind-numbing pace. Questions whirled in her brain as she cautiously trod where her guide had already stepped.

Why was he here? PJs didn’t usually take on this kind of mission, did they? Where were they headed? Would they rendezvous with his team? He must know who she really was now. Was he pissed? Would he understand?

Alexa’s knees buckled, no longer able to support her weight. She lost her grip on Dan’s hand and landed on all fours on the pungent soil, jarring her tender ribs. She had to bite her lip to hold back a cry of agony.

He turned and dropped to one knee in front of her. “What’s wrong?” he whispered, leaning in close so his breath fanned her ear.

She shook her head and gulped for air. Her whole body throbbed, but it wasn’t just the physical pain and fatigue that overwhelmed her. It was everything. Flore, Garfield, spending the last day and a half in a constant state of fear. Nearly being raped by a macho kid with a gun who could have been so much more if given the chance.

“Where are you hurt?” Dan asked.

She gestured along her left side and tried to bring her breathing under control. “I’ll be okay in a second.”

“We need to make tracks. I’ll carry you.” Without waiting for her response, he shifted to her right and scooped her up against his chest like a baby. “Put your arm around my neck.”

She complied, resisting the urge to run her fingers into his hair. “You can’t carry me all the way to…” Wherever they were headed.

He made a dismissive sound. “You forget what I used to do for a living.”

Used to? No, she hadn’t forgotten. How did you forget meeting an honest-to-God hero? Not just special operations, but a man who put his life on the line to save downed pilots, imperiled sailors, and trapped soldiers. A man who could fight his way in or out of anyplace and tend to the wounded with equal skill and care.

No. She might have pushed him away, but she’d never forgotten.

She gave over to the jostling of his long strides eating up the treacherous terrain with ease. He smelled like the ocean and sweat and dirt…and Dan. She inhaled deeply and clung to his neck. Too many times over the years she’d imagined what it would be like to see him again. Had imagined that dark look in his beautiful hazel eyes when he worshipped her body with his hands and mouth.

The anguish on his face that he’d quickly masked when she ended their affair.

A part of her died the day she walked away from Dan Molina. Their time together had encompassed the best moments of her life. But their relationship was based on a lie. And she had committed herself to helping those in need. There was no room for a man in her life. 

Her brother Thad wanted to know what she was running from. He didn’t understand that she was running toward something. A life of meaning. One where she made a difference. One where no one knew who she really was. Or rather, the other way around. With Hygiea she could be who she really was. Back home in Seattle, she had to be who everyone else expected her to be.

She sighed.

Trees rustled overhead, bent by the constant breeze, and the rush of the surf grew stronger in her ears. They passed the journey in silence, Dan treading like a native through the ferns and vines, before he gently lowered her to her feet.

“Drink.” He shoved a canteen toward her.

She hadn’t realized how thirsty she was. “Thank you.” Gulping in a distinctly unladylike fashion that would give her father the hives, Alexa watched as Dan lit a red-filtered flashlight and studied a map and compass.

He nodded to himself and stowed his gear in various pockets and pouches. When she offered it, he took the water bottle and tipped his head back for a long swallow, exposing his neck and that little spot she’d loved to kiss because it drove him wild.

I missed you.

The thought hit her like a smack to the chest. She still hadn’t recovered when he lowered the bottle and screwed on the cap, studying her face as he secured the container under bungee cords on his backpack. Their eyes locked and her breath stalled.

“We need to keep moving,” he said in a low voice, apparently not as affected by her proximity as she was by his. She’d killed those feelings in him long ago. Her throat tightened.

With a nod, she willed air back into her lungs and turned when he made a twirling gesture with his hand. Again he hefted her against his chest, with only a slight exhale of strain. She leaned her head against his shoulder, and closed her eyes. Being this close to Dan was its own form of torture, reminding her of all she’d given up.

But she’d rather suffer his touch than slow their pace. 

About twenty minutes later, he stopped, set her on her feet, and crouched low. She followed suit, but dropped to her knees from the pain in her hip. They were so close to the shore she could hear the water lapping at the sand. Shells and pebbles knocked against each other with each wave to soothing, almost musical, effect. Such an innocent sound.

Dan had his red light out again, and he alternated between studying the map and compass, and scanning the trees that lined the dark beach. “Shit,” he whispered.

“What’s wrong?” She kept her voice low so it wouldn’t carry.

He reached over her head and tugged a small piece of twine loose from a branch. “This is the right spot, but my boat is gone.”




















CHAPTER THREE




FUCK AND DOUBLE FUCK. HAD someone seen him, or had opportunists run across the dinghy and appropriated it for themselves? Or maybe he hadn’t tied it down as well as he thought. He was careful out of habit and necessity, but that didn’t mean he never made a mistake.

However it had happened, they were screwed. And Alyssa, or rather Alexa—would he ever get used to that?—was in no shape to run all over the island with him, looking for another boat. Not to mention he was struggling to keep his head straight with her so close.

He’d spent the entire trip to St. Isidore locking away the raw ache that still cut through him when he thought of her, building an impenetrable wall around his emotions. A wall he needed in order to do his job. And it had worked right up until he’d caught the guard pinning her to the floor. He might have been able to rebuild his defenses had he not seen her battered face and the terror in her eyes.

That look had made him want to kill the guard and rush the rebel camp with guns blazing. The fuckers had hurt her. He was afraid to imagine what else they’d done.

No matter how much he’d steeled himself, seeing her again, holding her, was like taking a sucker punch to the gut. She tempted him from top to bottom, and holy hell, he’d forgotten just how much. He was such a goddamned fool for letting her get to him like this.

Focus, Molina.

“Your boat?” she asked, startling him out of his thoughts. “I can’t leave the island.”

“I just rescued you. What the hell do you mean you can’t leave?” He shifted his rucksack to his back. How the hell was he supposed to get her to safety? He stood and put his hands on his hips. Maybe he could intimidate her into cooperating.

She pushed up to stand, wincing with the effort. He caught her arms and pulled her the rest of the way, releasing her before he gave in to any of his stupid urges. Like bringing her closer for a kiss.

“There are people here who are important to me,” she said, catching his gaze. She pressed a hand to her stomach. Alexa’s voice broke and her eyebrows lowered as if tears would soon follow. “I have to make sure they’re okay.”

He stared at her for a full minute, his brain firing thoughts from so many directions he didn’t have a clue where to start. The passion on her face brought back memories of the first time he’d seen her.

His team had been on the island several days, distributing supplies and ferrying the wounded. He was bringing in victims pulled from the rubble of the small university in Sancoins, providing medic services for the ride in a school-bus-turned-ambulance.

She met the bus and started triaging patients as they were carried or helped out the back door, directing the paramedics to the correct station.

Dan and Mick carried a litter with a young man who’d been buried under a lab table and was probably going to lose his arm. Dan had looked into Alyssa’s tropical blue eyes as he stepped down, and time had slowed to a crawl. His whole focus narrowed to her face, her voice, the aura of confidence, compassion, and purpose that surrounded her. He operated on autopilot for the rest of the day, half of his brain on the wounded, the other half on her.

He’d never experienced anything like that moment before or since. Something inside him had shifted, as if creating a void within him that was meant to be filled only by her.

And holy hell, he was losing it. Going soft as a marshmallow. Get a grip, dumbass.

For all he knew, one of these people who were so special to her was another man.

“Dan?” Her voice brought him back to the present.

He reined in his thoughts, rebuilding the wall brick by brick. She lied about who she was. She threw your feelings in your face. And he finally knew why. Now that he knew she was a frigging heiress, it made sense. He was good enough for a fling in the jungle, but not good enough to introduce to Daddy.

He’d been down that road before. Understood it all too well.

That she was right didn’t make it hurt any less, but pain was the one thing he would never let her see again. From now on he needed to exude nothing but cool indifference.

“Look, my job was to spring you from prison and see you safely home. I admire your sense of duty, but it’s not safe here anymore.”

Her hands curled into fists and she stepped closer to him, bringing along the smell of sweat and fear and dirt that clung to her clothing. “You don’t understand—”

Dan covered her mouth with his gloved hand. Faint shouts came from inland, probably not more than two hundred yards away, though sound could be deceptive in the rainforest. Dammit. They’d lingered far too long.

He placed a finger to his lips and waited for a nod from her before removing his hand. They needed to get away from here, but she couldn’t move fast enough on her own, and he couldn’t outrun the other men if he carried her again. The rebels were too close.

The moon was hardly more than a quarter full, but it still lit up the beach enough to rule out that route. They could dive back into the forest, but he wasn’t yet sure which direction posed a threat. Not to mention that the people they’d heard might not be the only ones out there.

He did a slow three-sixty, hoping for inspiration. The trees were either too tall, too sparse, or too frail to make a good hiding spot. He’d picked this location for its relative isolation, but now that was turning into a detriment. There were no resorts or homes within easy reach to provide concealment.

Facing the rocks, he came to a decision.




Within seconds, Alexa was wading into the surf, biting her lip to keep from gasping at the slap of cool water against her legs. The Caribbean was known for warm waters, but warmth was relative. Anything below eighty degrees was still a shock to the system, and enough to cause unconsciousness within a few hours.

Dan waded through the shallows ahead of her, slowly and steadily, not fighting the water as he advanced on an outcropping of rocks about fifty yards offshore. The moon seemed to light up their progress as if they were on stage, but he’d told her he was more worried that splashing would alert the rebels to their presence, hence the sloth-like pace.

The sea rose past her waist, the swells reaching as high as her shoulders if she didn’t rise with them. The wind—so much stronger now that they were out of the protection of the trees—cut through her wet shirt, and shivers racked her body as the cold seeped into her tired bones.

About twenty yards from the rocks, Dan disappeared. Alexa froze and clapped a hand over her mouth. Her heart beat triple-time as she fought the water to reach him.

Just as suddenly, he broke the surface, rising slowly from the depths.

She yelped and then bit her lip in reprimand. “Are you okay?” she whispered.

He nodded. “It drops off here. I had to lose my ruck and boots. Can you swim?” He wasn’t asking if she knew how. They’d swum together three years ago. He wanted to know if she could swim in her current state, weakened and bruised.

“Yes.” Whatever it took.

“Try a sidestroke and aim for the rocks, I’ll be right behind you.” How did he stay so calm? All she could think about was the men with guns who might spot them and start shooting any second.

She toed off her running shoes, and pushed herself toward their target. The sidestroke was slow going, but mostly kept her head above the waves and allowed her to keep her goal in sight. Her muscles quickly turned achy with fatigue and numb from the cold. It seemed counterintuitive, but she knew that the more they moved, the more body heat they lost. Still, what choice did she have?

Unwilling to give up, she focused on her strokes and quit worrying about how far she had to go. Dan had once told her that he made it through the tough days of his training by focusing only on his next milestone. The rocks seemed too far, so she concentrated on five strokes at a time. When she reached five, she started over. Just five more. All she had to do was keep making it to five. 

Too many counts later, her hand touched the rough surface of the hardened lava that rose from the water. The sharp rock dug into her palm as she gripped the outcropping and looked for Dan. He motioned her to the far side of the formation, and she pulled her way along until she was out of sight of the beach.

“I’ll be right back,” he whispered, and then dipped beneath the surface. He reappeared silently a few seconds later. “It’s about fifteen feet deep.” Treading water, he studied the hazardous rocks with their jagged edges and slippery moss.

The sea pulled at her in a relentless game of tug-of-war. She clung to their place of refuge with all her might, but her fingers had gone numb. The next swell knocked her loose and she slid under the surface. 

Waves forced water into her nose and mouth. She tried to right herself, but her muscles wouldn’t cooperate. Panic banded her chest. Her lungs screamed for air, sending out a treacherous signal that took all of her strength to fight.

A strong arm snagged her waist and dragged her up into the chilly air. She sucked in a desperate breath, and then coughed. Too loud. She closed her mouth to mute the sound and fought against the irritation in her throat, the burning in her nose.

“It’s okay. I’ve got you,” Dan whispered in her ear.

The warmth of his torso against her back soothed her frayed nerves and she quit hyperventilating. She nodded, unable to speak, and tried not to cough again.

He took a couple of strokes backward, towing her to a tall rock that had split down the center. He treaded water, keeping her close. “Face me,” he said, and she struggled to comply. “Take off your pants. They’re not helping you conserve heat in the water, and I want to tie us together.”

“Okay.” Teeth chattering, she tried to work the button with her numb fingers. “I can’t.”

Dan gripped her wrists and pulled her arms around his neck. “I’ll do it.”

She steeled herself for his touch. When his fingers slipped beneath her waistband, she closed her eyes against the sight of his determined jaw still smeared with face paint. The intimate act was almost more than she could handle.

He unfastened her button and zipper and tugged the pants down her hips. “Lift your knees and I’ll pull them off.” Once he had them in hand, he wrapped the crotch of the chinos against her back, and tied the pant legs behind him.

She felt his hands brush her lower belly as he worked on his belt buckle. Memories of them frantically removing clothes to make love against the wall of her small hut crashed through her, sending her stomach spiraling.

He stripped off his pants and hung the belt over her shoulders. Then he looped his pants through hers, tied them at the ankles, and fastened the belt to the makeshift sling, hooking it on a crevice in the rock. “That should keep us afloat.”

“Brilliant.” She almost managed a smile.

“Not if we freeze to death. We need to keep still and close to conserve body heat. Wrap your legs around me.”

“I’ll bet you say that to all the girls.”

He hesitated for a half a breath, then his teeth shone white against his paint-darkened face. “Only the ones I’ve kissed.”

She hooked her ankles behind his back and tucked herself against him, letting her shaky arms relax. The feel of his hard body jolted her clear to her toes.

He inhaled sharply and looked away.

Had he felt it too? Her heartbeat kicked up. “Dan…”

With a sigh, he met her gaze, his arms tightening around her waist as he used his feet to keep them from slamming into the rocks with each wave. Their faces were only inches apart as they bobbed in the cool water, buffeted by the offshore breeze as the ocean slapped against the outcropping.

“If that’s too uncomfortable—” he started.

“No.” If anything, it was too comfortable. Being wrapped up with him had always felt right. She glanced at his lips and moved closer. She was drawn to him as if pulled by an invisible thread. 

He stared at her for a full minute, slowly, slowly closing the distance between them.

And then she couldn’t wait any longer. She summoned the strength to raise herself up and press her lips to his.

A shudder ran through him and he countered with a devouring kiss that sent her thoughts tumbling like pebbles in the surf. She’d forgotten the passion, the focus, the pure joy of his kisses…

How had she walked away from this man?

She opened to him, their tongues tangling as she forgot about the cold water, the danger on shore, everything. Nothing felt like being in Dan’s arms, connected. Nothing in her life had ever even come close. They were perfect together.

Perfect in a way that scared her. A way that made her want to forget the vows she’d made and to never let him go.

God, what was she doing?

She pulled free with a gasp, breathing hard. “I’m sorry,” she whispered, resting her forehead against his chest so she wouldn’t have to look at him. “I didn’t mean to—”

“No worries,” Dan said, his breathing uneven. “That part was always too easy between us.”

Too easy? He said it like it was a bad thing.

He was right. She had understood three years ago that he’d test her resolve on every level. Back then she’d done what she had to and barely survived. But to go through it again?

Maybe he should just let her drown.




Dan swore and held Alexa close, commanding his heart rate to settle as he crashed from the high of their kiss. The one she “didn’t mean to” give him.

He couldn’t decide who was more dangerous, her or the rebels. 

And speaking of the fuckers… Voices carried from shore. He craned his neck to see over the boulder. On the beach, four men huddled around flashlights, gesturing and looking around. After conferring for several minutes, they moved west along the water and disappeared into the trees.

Alexa’s body shuddered, reminding him of another threat. Hypothermia.

The minute their pursuers were out of sight, Dan slid his belt from the rock and looped it over his head so he wouldn’t lose it. “We’re heading for the beach,” he said, his voice low in Alexa’s ear. “Just relax, okay? I have you.”

“I can help.”

“It’ll be easier for me if you don’t.” At her nod, he turned her away from him, hooking an arm around her. Then he swam east, where the land curved to create the tip of a bay. His movements were sloppy, their progress maddeningly slow as he pushed his numb muscles to their limits. Only his training kept him going when everything in his being screamed at him to quit.

An eternity later, his feet hit sand. When the water turned too shallow to swim, he anchored Alexa to his side and dragged her out of the surf on his knees.

He wanted nothing more than to collapse, but he couldn’t yet. They needed concealment and heat, and to get dry.

His teeth chattered as he struggled to think. Most of his gear was fifteen feet under the water, and if he went after it now, he’d probably drown. Searching the shadows, he spotted an indent in the cliff wall, partially covered by ferns and vines. A cave? He untied the pants that bound him to Alexa. At his jostling, she roused and pushed to her knees.

“We need to move up there,” he whispered, pointing. “I’ll carry you.”

“I can do it.” Rising to her feet, she stood on wobbly legs, stumbling as she took her first step.

“Whoa.” Dan grabbed her elbow. “I know you can, but right now I’m worried about speed.”

At her nod, he scooped her into his shaky arms and hiked up the beach, stopping on a flat bed of rock just outside the narrow entrance. The space was less a cave and more an alcove, probably only six feet deep, but it was enough to shield them from the wind.

He laid his precious cargo on the slab and she blinked at him, her eyes at half-mast, but still bright with moonlight and intelligence.

As she looked on, he shucked his dripping shirt. He’d warm up faster without it. “Take off those wet clothes. I’ll be right back.”

He picked up the bundle of their tied-together pants and removed his knife from a sheath on the belt. Holding the handle with both hands so he wouldn’t drop it, he hacked several leaves from a nearby banana plant and shook them out to ensure they were bug-free. Then he laid them over the gritty floor of the shelter.

Outside, Alexa had stripped down to her sports bra and panties—both a blessedly opaque black—and shivered against the cliff with her knees pulled to her chest.

“Inside.” He gestured to the cave with his chin.

She crawled through the vines that he’d pulled back, and onto the makeshift bed, where she lay down. In lieu of a blanket, he covered her with more large leaves. “Give me a couple of minutes and I’ll have a fire.”

“What can I do?” she asked, her words thick with fatigue. How had she not passed out yet?

He slicked her wet hair away from her face, his heart twisting like a wrung-out rag. “Just rest.”

She closed her eyes and he slipped through the leafy entrance, all senses on alert for rebels. The men had already searched this area, but that didn’t mean they wouldn’t return. Dan chopped down another banana leaf and used it to collect and carry sticks, some small logs, and dry palm fronds. Within minutes he was stacking them against the far wall of their little den.

Kneeling on the floor, he scraped his blade against one of the sticks in quick strokes to produce a nice tinder pile on top of the carefully laid pyre. Then he struck the back edge of the knife across a sharp stone, wincing at the noise as it bounced off the rock walls. With luck, the waves outside were loud enough to cover the sound.

Tiny sparks flew from the steel, landing among the tinder, which began to glow orange like a hot coal. Dan removed his gloves, which had been shredded by the rough rock outcropping, and fanned the embers with his hands. He coaxed them into a flame that quickly spread to the dry palm fronds and smaller sticks, and licked at the logs.

The heat was like heaven radiating across his cool skin. Warm air filled the tiny space, even as smoke escaped through a hole he’d made at the top of the vine curtain over the entrance.

If the rebels were still nearby, he and Alexa were sunk. The smoke and flickering light would be dead giveaways. But hypothermia was a real risk if they didn’t warm up quickly.

Lying on her side, Alexa opened her eyes and watched him, her body still shivering. “Why are you here?”

He didn’t pretend to misunderstand. “Why me and not someone else?”

“Mmm-hmm.”

“I was going to ask you that. Your dad hired Steele—the security company I work for now—and he specifically asked for me to take the job.”

“Oh.” She stared over his shoulder, her eyebrows meeting in confusion. “I have no idea why. He didn’t know about…us.” Her gaze snapped back to his face and her cheeks reddened.

So she hadn’t told her old man. Why would she? Dan sure as hell didn’t share his love life with his grandmother. The only girlfriend of his she’d ever met was Mary. Grandma Shue had seen right through her. Unfortunately, Dan hadn’t cared to listen.

“Well, he found me.” Dan’s teammate Mick had been on St. Isidore three years ago too, but Alyssandratos hadn’t asked for him. Which meant he probably knew—or suspected—something about Dan and Alexa’s time together. But still. Why hire someone his daughter had kicked to the curb?

“Why did you agree?”

Good question. “It’s my job.” And for a whole host of other reasons he had no plans to voice.

Something like regret flashed across her face. “I’m sorry.”

“For what?”

“For putting you in danger. For being such a burden.”

“You didn’t.” He shook his head. “And you’re not a burden. This is what I do.”

She stared at him in silence, a small frown on her lips.

Looking away from the fire reflected in her beautiful blue eyes, he poked the flames with a stick. Satisfied the blaze wouldn’t burn itself out anytime soon, Dan circled the bed of leaves and lay down behind her. He snuggled up to her back and rearranged the banana palms over both of them, covering as much of her exposed skin as possible.

She didn’t protest. She just eased into his embrace and sighed.

This is what I do for you.




Alexa woke on a hard, scratchy floor, plastered against a hard, warm body. Soft breaths fanned across her neck, sending shivers down her spine.

Fatigue, the muted sounds of the surf, and the comfort of Dan’s arms threatened to pull her under again, but…wait a minute, Dan’s arms? Her fuzzy brain tried to comprehend what her senses were telling her. With Herculean effort, she opened her eyelids and blinked. Dawn had broken, but the world was still mostly dark. All she could see in front of her face was rock and charred wood.

“Morning,” Dan said, his voice low and gravelly.

She thought to sit up, but he had her pinned. Not that her muscles were willing to cooperate anyway. Her neck felt like a toothpick trying to support a bowling ball, so she gave up attempting to lift her head. She rested her head on his outstretched arm, grateful for the support.

“Mmm.” Her lips and tongue were so dry she couldn’t even form a coherent response. 

The air held a hint of chill, but she was no longer bone-cold or shivering. Dan was like an electric blanket, bringing warmth everywhere his skin touched hers. Warmth, and an awareness that made her tingle.

The last time they’d been together like this was the night before his team was due to leave the island. They’d spent hours in her hut making love. Afterward, he’d spooned his big body around hers and stroked the hair away from her face, kissing her neck in that magical way that never failed to make her stomach flutter.

“Let me know when you get some time off and I’ll try to do the same,” he’d said. “We can meet wherever you want. Or you’re welcome to stay with me. Tucson’s not a bad city.” She could hear the grin in his voice when he said, “Though I might not be able to keep my hands off you long enough to show you the sights.”

The buoyant sensation in her chest had turned to lead, even as he graced her with another searing kiss beneath the ear. Her eyes ached with an acute need to cry. He’d never mentioned extending their relationship beyond his time in St. Isidore. She had begun to think she was home free.

Her heart had broken then with the knowledge of what she had to do.

And now she was back in his arms and his growing erection was pressing into her bottom. Before she could even process how she felt about that, he shifted his hips back.

“Sorry. Just ignore…that,” he said, his voice gruff. “I am.” He gently extricated himself, careful with her head as he sat up, leaving her cold and unprotected before he replaced the banana leaves.

Alexa rolled onto her back while holding the leaves in place. Dan stood facing out, silhouetted in the opening of the small cave, wearing only dark boxers. The faint orange glow of predawn lovingly outlined his lean form from his sculpted shoulders to his narrow waist, and down his muscular legs.

She tried to swallow. He was so beautiful it made her heart hurt. And the man inside was equally as magnificent. Just as he had the first time she’d met him, he made her want. Want him, want more from her life, want things that didn’t fit her plans.

With a deep breath, she pushed aside the unhelpful thoughts. What now? She didn’t even know where to start, and her brain was still full of cobwebs, though it was getting clearer. She needed to get to Flore and Garfield. But first, she needed her clothes.

And it would be nice if her muscles worked.

Dan stepped out onto the shelf of rock that led to the sand, and slipped from her view. She heard nothing but the brush of waves against the shore, and something irrational made her twitch with the fear that he wouldn’t return. She focused on her breath until he reappeared several minutes later. Light was quickly filling the sky in the lead-up to sunrise, and she could already make out more of his features. At some point, he’d washed or rubbed the camo paint from his face.

He was even more handsome than she remembered.

“Our clothes are still damp, so I laid them out to dry,” he said.

She could only nod.

“I’m going to retrieve my gear. I’ll be back in a few minutes.” He shucked his boxers and strode toward the sea, giving her a fabulous view of his glutes in the faint, golden light of the rising sun. She could just make out the small pair of green footprints tattooed on his butt. As far as she could tell, the ritual PJ tattoo was still his only body art.

From her vantage point inside the shelter she didn’t have a clear view to the water, so when he hadn’t returned after five minutes, she began to worry. Willing some of her strength back, she chafed her arms and legs to warm her muscles and give her something to do to keep her mind off Dan.

She crawled through the opening and gripped the rough wall. Just as she pushed to her feet, he returned, his oversized backpack held in front of him. Breathing a sigh of relief, she sagged against the rock and watched as he set down the bag, seemingly indifferent to his nakedness. She averted her eyes, keeping them fixed—mostly—on the undulating waves as he used his hands to brush the excess water from his deeply tanned skin, and donned his underwear.

Reaching down, he unhooked something from the back of the bag and held up her dripping wet sneakers. “Here, I rescued these. My boots too,” he said, setting them in the sand. “They probably won’t dry before we need to leave, but it’ll beat walking barefoot.”

If he hadn’t already been her hero, he was now.

Now that she was outside, she could see that he’d spread out their clothes on several fern plants a few feet from the cave, and weighed them down with small stones, presumably so they wouldn’t blow away.

“Any sign of Frederick’s men?” she asked.

“Not so far, but we need to be alert. They know who you are. They think they can get your dad to pay two million for you. They’ll be back.”

She scowled. Her only value was in her dad’s bank accounts. Just like always. “How soon can we leave?” Her anxiety over Flore and Garfield grew with every passing minute. 

She gripped the wall as a wave of dizziness hit her.

“Hey,” Dan stepped toward her with his arms outstretched.

“I’m fine.” She waved him off and sat on a raised ledge that ran along the cliff. “Just tired.”

He began pulling things from his bag and laying them on the rock. “And probably hungry and dehydrated too,” he said.

“I could use a drink.” She admired the view as his muscles flexed and contracted. Just because she couldn’t have him, didn’t mean she couldn’t enjoy watching him.

“Here.” He handed her a canteen that felt at least half full. It was dripping with seawater, but the screw top appeared airtight. “Drink as much as you want, but go slowly.”

She had to smile. Had he forgotten she was a nurse? “Thank you.” She sipped greedily, happy to quench the bone-deep thirst, but careful not to take in too much at once. After drinking a couple of ounces, she set the bottle down and forced herself to wait to make sure her stomach didn’t rebel.

Dan pulled a shiny square from his backpack and used his knife to slit open the clear plastic pouch. Unfurling the Mylar blanket, he draped it over her shoulders. “This should help keep you warm.”

She huddled into the crinkly sheet and watched him.

Once he was done unloading his bag, he began alternating between squats and pushups. Surely he wasn’t trying to show off for her, though she was mesmerized by the sight. “What are you doing?”

“Warming up,” he said, without looking her way. He did a few more sets of each before stopping.

She wished she had the strength to follow his lead. Using her large muscle groups like that would turn her body into a furnace in no time. Instead, the light breeze chased goosebumps across her skin. She brought her knees to her chest so she could wrap the blanket more tightly around herself. With any luck, their clothes would dry quickly, especially once the sun came up. From the looks of the brilliant orange-and-blue sky, it wouldn’t be long.

“You’re still cold,” Dan said, moving toward her, his skin already dry.

She shrugged. “A little.” And tired. Some of it from lack of sleep and the physical and mental exhaustion of her ordeal, some of it probably from dehydration. “The sun will help.”

He looked down at her, his hazel eyes serious. “Let me help.”

She hesitated. His touch sparked so many feelings she didn’t know how to handle. “Okay.” Pride—and her heart—be damned, she wouldn’t turn down his much-needed source of warmth.

She handed him the blanket.

Sitting behind her, he scooted forward until his thighs brushed her hips. Her stomach danced as he pressed his solid chest to her back and wrapped his arms and legs around her, then covered them both with the blanket. Magnificent heat radiated from his skin everywhere they touched, and she sighed as her head fell back against his shoulder.

“Thank you,” she whispered, as her muscles relaxed. Her eyes closed as she eased into his embrace, on the verge of sleep.

“Look at that,” he said, his warm breath on her ear.

She opened her eyes. The sun was a fiery sliver on the horizon, shooting rays of pink and orange across the sky as it rose to light a path on the sea. Under different circumstances, this moment would have been one of pure joy. Being held by this man, overlooking the beach on a lovely tropical island as the sun rose over the horizon. It didn’t get any better than that.

Too bad it was nothing but an illusion.




















CHAPTER FOUR




AN HOUR LATER, DAN WAS still trying to shake the feeling of Alexa in his arms—twice in one morning—as he tugged on his pants. Her clothes were lightweight and had dried quickly in the breeze, but his cargo pants were still damp along the seams and pockets.

His shirt was in good shape, though. It was made of sweat-wicking polyester that held onto the stink, but dried fast. Not that it really mattered. Once they started moving again, he’d be warm, wet or not.

“You hungry?” he asked, digging a couple of CLIF bars from his bag and holding them up. “Waterproof.”

From the sunny rock where she’d perched after getting dressed, she gave him a smile that lit her tired, bruised face, and reached for one of the bars. “You must have been a Boy Scout.”

“No, ma’am, just a PJ.”

Her smile faded and she nodded before ripping open the package. “Why’d you get out?” she asked, and took a bite.

Now there was a subject he didn’t want to cover. Not with her. “It was time,” he said, opening his own bar and chomping down, hoping she’d get the hint. He hadn’t realized how hungry he was, and his stomach growled for more. “I know you’re not in great shape to walk today, but we need to find a boat that can get us out to the yacht, while avoiding the SIR fighters.”

She shook her head. “Dan, I really can’t leave the island. I know you think I’m just being stubborn or have some kind of inflated sense of my own value to Hygiea here, but that’s not it.”

He gave her a hard look. Her reasons had better be fucking good. “Then explain it to me,” he said, unable to keep anger from leaching into his voice. “Because the way I see it, there’s no safe place for you here. Not anymore. And I’m being paid to take you home to Seattle”—to Daddy Billionaire—“not to spring you from that hellhole just so you can get snatched again.”

Her gaze settled on the water and she rested her elbows on her knees, holding the remainder of her food in one hand. “I need to check on Garfield, the other nurse in my clinic. He was stabbed when Rugby…when Frederick’s thug took me.” Her brows furrowed and she took a deep breath. “And there’s a little girl named Flore I have to find. She was recovering from an asthma attack when the rebels came. I helped her escape, but I don’t know if she made it back to the orphanage.” She looked at him, and he nearly lost himself in the oceanic depths of her eyes. “I’m trying to adopt her.”

His eyebrows shot up and he rocked back on his heels. Well, shit.

He’d imagined her as a mother once. To his children. He’d fallen so hard and fast during their three weeks together it had scared him witless, but in his mind he had seen their future playing out into marriage and kids and forever. He’d even contemplated leaving the PJs for her.

Fool.

She rushed to fill the silence before he could think of a response. “Part of the adoption process requires me to reside on the island continuously for six weeks. It’s been a month since I submitted my paperwork, so I only have two weeks to go.” Leaning forward, her voice grew stronger as she said, “If I leave now, we’ll have to start over. Flore will be stuck here for another six weeks, surrounded by armed militants, struggling to keep her asthma under control. She needs a healthy environment, a good diet, and access to consistent medical care. I can give that to her, but not if I leave.”

“And why do you have to be the one to adopt her?” he asked.

“Because there’s no one on the island willing to take on a nine-year-old.” She squeezed her hands into fists against her heart. “And I love her.” Her voice cracked. “I love her, Dan.”

The look on Alexa’s face made it hard to draw breath. It was the one he’d once desperately hoped to see when she looked at him.

God, he wanted to hate her. She was ruining his plans. No bonus meant another year of paying off bills, another year until he could start rebuilding his savings, another year before he could move forward with his life. How much easier all this would be if she were some spoiled, snobby heiress who’d gotten in over her head. He’d been angry and hurt for so long, surviving by convincing himself that she couldn’t possibly be as amazing as he remembered. But goddammit, she was. 

She was selfless and caring and strong.

And he was so fucked.

Closing his eyes, he rubbed a hand over his face and took a deep slow breath. Now what? “None of that changes the fact that you’re in danger.”

She stood. “I’ll pay you whatever my dad was paying if you stay until I can take her home.”

The offer was tempting. She’d have a guard and he could get the money after all. Except the thought of taking money from her chafed. Besides, he had other obligations. “I can’t do it.”

She bit her lip. “I know we have a rocky history—”

He gave a bitter laugh. Was that how she saw it?

“But,” she continued, “I need your help. And I trust you.” She stepped closer, her golden-red hair glowing in the bright sunlight. “I’m not sure how my dad found you, or why, but I’m glad he did.”

That made one of them. He shifted sideways to put more distance between them. “Even if I wanted the job, I can’t do it. I have to be back in the States by Friday night. Mick Fury’s getting married and I’m the best man.”

“Really?” For a moment, the furrow between her brows eased. “He’s the last guy I ever thought would settle down.”

On that they agreed. He’d known Mick had a thing for Jenna for years. He just hadn’t expected the guy to do anything about it. “Yeah, well, he is. And I intend to be there.” He could call Kurt. They had other people who could provide protection detail for Alexa. Like Jason Chin, former college wide receiver, former Combat Rescue Officer—a PJ who was also an officer—former underwear model. Seriously, the guy should have come with a warning label.

Women loved that half-Korean, half-black son of a bitch.

The thought of Jason getting close to Alexa rankled, and Dan hated himself for it. But there had to be another way. “You’re dad’s a goddamned billionaire, surely he could have pulled some strings to help you get Flore out of here sooner.”

She shook her head and sighed. “Maybe, but I didn’t want his help. And I didn’t want to cheat the system like that. Children are traded and sold like commodities all the time in poor and struggling countries like this one. Sometimes they’re not even orphans. Of the eight kids at the children’s home where Flore lives, she’s the only one without a family.”

Her voice was charged with anger as she met his gaze, her face flushed and beautiful. “Corrupt governments look the other way while these adoption agencies stoop to emotional blackmail, kidnapping, and payoffs to collect children, all the while patting themselves on the back for getting the kids into ‘good Christian homes.’ As if that makes it okay. If I bend the rules, how am I any better?”

Well, shit. He’d heard about adoption scams in Haiti. Overburdened parents sold one child to feed the rest after some slick agent convinced them their child would be better off in America where the adopting parents often had no idea the child’s biological parents were still alive.

“I get it,” he said. “I even admire your conviction, but that’s not what you’d be doing. You said she’s actually an orphan, and you’d be ensuring your safety and hers.”

“I know.” She made a frustrated gesture with her hand. “But part of the process is the search for extended family. I can’t deny her that. If I took her home and then found out she had family here, I’d be devastated. And I wouldn’t want to put her through that kind of pain.”

“Does Flore know you plan to adopt her?” he asked, awed by her determination to protect the girl’s best interests.

Alexa nodded. “She’s nine. Old enough to understand, but young enough to be confused about it too.” Her face brightened. “But you should see her, Dan. She’s so smart, and tough too. Life has not been good to her, but she’s not bitter about it. She’s always flashing her beautiful smile…” She spread her fingers and addressed her palms. “I wish I knew her secret.”

What did Alexa have to be bitter about?

Not that rich kids couldn’t suffer. He’d seen plenty of messed-up families during his summers working at the country club back home in Albuquerque. But Alexa had never shared much of her family history with him. Of course, now he knew why.

And it wasn’t important. What mattered was finding a compromise that would keep Alexa and Flore safe. He could pull a team together to search for the girl if need be, but for all he knew, she was unharmed, still at the orphanage.

“Okay, I’ll table the discussion about leaving for now. Since we can’t just make a phone call”—the baggie protecting his satellite phone had leaked—“what’s the quickest, safest way to get intel on Flore?”

She studied him for a minute. “Hygiea HQ is in Haiti. I assume they know about the attack, since my dad got a ransom note.”

“Not necessarily. Frederick emailed your dad directly.”

“Oh. Then we have to go to Terre Verte.” She covered her mouth and her eyes widened. “What if they just left Garfield there?”

Shit. “We’ll go, but you realize that’s the first place the rebels would look for you. If I were Frederick, I’d leave a lookout near the clinic in case you returned.”

“Don’t you think they’d expect me to be long gone by now?”

“Not if they stole my boat.”

She bit her chapped lower lip. “I’m willing to take the risk.” Her blue eyes met his. “You don’t have to come.”

“Like hell.” Did she really think he’d let her go alone? He noted the dark circles under her eyes and the slump of her shoulders and released his indignation. “Can you make it that far?”

She steeled her spine and lifted her chin, determination flashing in her eyes. “I’ll be fine.”

He nodded. “Okay. Let’s clean up.”

They finished their snack and Alexa tossed the banana leaves into the jungle while Dan packed everything back into his bag, dry or not. He didn’t want to leave behind any obvious evidence of their presence.

They set off through the jungle keeping the sun to their backs as they trudged west toward Terre Verte. The four-mile journey was hard going over thick roots and muddy pits. They walked in silence, but still made more noise than he would have liked as he brushed aside leaves and limbs and vines while keeping eyes and ears open for threats.

Frederick’s men weren’t the only hazard. Snakes like the fer-de-lance and the boa constrictor could be just as deadly.

When they reached a footpath that she recognized, he let her lead so he could keep an eye on her, and because she knew this part of the island better than him. Last time he was here, they’d been stationed closer to Sancoins and hadn’t explored much beyond their camp. It hadn’t been a vacation, after all, nor a long-term assignment.

Just long enough to get his heart crushed.

He mostly managed to keep his eyes off Alexa’s ass as he followed her through the forest. What masochistic part of him had thought helping her find Garfield and Flore was a good idea?

Yet he didn’t know how to say no to her. Nor could he turn his back on someone in need. First and foremost, he rescued people. That was who he was. He was good at it. And there was no greater feeling than saving a life. Sometimes it almost made up for those he’d lost. 

Ahead of him, she paralleled the worn trail, but stayed several yards to the side, somewhat hidden among the thick foliage that provided anemic respite from the hot sun.

He stopped frequently to let Alexa rest, and so they could both drink water from his second—and last—canteen. They had been walking for about two hours when he heard men’s voices.

Alexa froze. Turning to meet his gaze, she mouthed, “The airfield.”

Based on the map and their general direction of travel, she was probably right. The small runway was about two miles from Terre Verte. Hygiea and other NGOs—non-governmental organizations—often used it to bring in supplies. According to the file Kurt had compiled on the area, the airstrip was fully fenced and manned by armed security contractors from the U.S.

But even if these guys were friendly, Dan didn’t know how much to trust them. Better that no one knew where Alexa was.

His pulse raced as he gripped the handle of his fixed-blade knife and kept the brim of his hat down to conceal his face. He had a pretty dark tan, but it would still stand out compared to their surroundings. At his gesture, Alexa dipped her head too.

“Stay here,” he said under his breath.

She nodded and he dropped his ruck, motioning for her to sit on it if she needed a rest. Then he crept through the trees and brush until he could see the fence beyond the twenty yards of short grass that ringed the entire perimeter.

Concertina wire topped the ten-foot, chain-link barrier that stretched for about six hundred yards and surrounded a small shack at the far end. Guards with assault rifles were posted at each corner and at intervals along the length of the runway, some inside the fence, some outside.

Serious security. Either the NGOs had been getting hit hard, or someone else had a reason to control that runway. Not that Dan had time—or a good reason—to worry about it.

The good news was that he and Alexa were near one end of the runway, away from the shack, and they wouldn’t have to go too far out of the way to get around it.

He made his way back to her and pointed to their new heading. He gave the airfield a hundred-yard berth, circling back toward the mountain peak he’d been using as his landmark during their trek.

They were nearly back on track when someone shouted, “Hey! Hold it right there.”




Alexa jumped at the unexpected voice behind them, and then went stock-still. On the outside, anyway. Inside, her heart was running a hundred miles an hour.

Dan snagged her shirt and dragged her behind a screen of palms, gesturing for silence. 

The usual jungle sounds died away as something crashed through the growth from their left. Through the narrow breaks in the leaves, she could just make out a skinny black man in tattered shorts and jelly shoes as he raced past, not ten yards from their hideout. A stocky blond dressed in black from baseball cap to boots thundered after him, gripping the rifle slung across his chest as he relayed his location into a shoulder-mounted radio. 

Alexa’s knees nearly gave out on a rush of relief, but she locked them and stood fast. She and Dan hadn’t been spotted, but they weren’t safe yet. If a bunch of security contractors descended on the area, their hasty cover wouldn’t protect them for long.

He leaned close. “We need to move out.” His voice was hardly more than breath on the wind.

He gestured her forward and she passed, her body suddenly racked with tremors. Her insides turned to jelly, but she trudged on. Based on the shouting from their right, it sounded like the guard had caught up with his quarry. The noise was enough that she couldn’t even hear her own steps as Dan moved into place behind her, putting himself between her and the commotion. Protecting her as always.

He’s just doing his job. He’d do the same for anyone.

That willingness to put himself in harm’s way for others was one of the things that had drawn her to him.

Behind them, the additional voices rang out. Alexa glanced back at Dan.

“Let me lead,” he said, pushing past her to clear a path through the thick growth. “We need to make tracks before whatever’s going on spills over onto us.”

She picked up her pace in an effort to keep up with his long strides. The few hours of sleep she’d managed this morning had barely taken the edge off her fatigue. Her muscles ached and her bruised ribs and hip hurt, though the cold water must have helped with some of the swelling. She could move more easily than the day before.

They pushed on for what seemed like hours, but the sun that filtered in through the canopy of trees hardly budged on its journey across the blue sky.

Finally they reached a narrow dirt trail that had been cut through the jungle with years of use. “This is it,” she said.

Dan stopped by the path and took out his canteen. “Here. Drink.”

Now that she knew how close they were, Alexa wanted to run, but she forced herself to take a second to hydrate. God knew she needed it.

“Why don’t you lead us in?” he asked. “But go slowly, and keep an eye out for anything that doesn’t look right.”

She took a deep breath and gradually let it out, forcing herself to calm down. “Okay.”

Five minutes later the jungle opened onto a banana plantation that skirted the eastern edge of the village. She could make out a row of shacks through the trees.

“Stop here.” Dan grabbed her shoulder to hold her back. “Let me scout things out first.”

He set down his pack and moved silently forward. How did he do that? It was like he walked on cat’s paws instead of combat boots. She must have sounded like an elephant on bubble wrap compared to him.

He crept to the edge of the plantation, hidden behind the long arms of a clump of enormous ferns, and surveyed the area. He signaled her to stay and then disappeared into the jungle.

Alexa automatically reached for her watch, her fingers itching to twist the bezel, but her wrist was bare. She forced herself to stay still even as her heart pounded like a bass drum in her chest. She was so close to what she currently thought of as home. So close to learning about two people who meant the world to her.

Finally, Dan reappeared and waved her forward to join him. “We need to go around.” He pointed.

Fifty yards ahead, a man in a red polo and tan cargo shorts stood in profile, smoking a cigarette with one hand, stroking the ugly machine gun strapped to his chest with the other.

To avoid the guard, they backtracked into the trees and walked further along the boundary, looking for another way in. She swatted at the bugs that swarmed her sweaty face, and tucked her hair behind her ears. What would she do if they couldn’t find a way into the village?

Alexa squeezed her hands into fists. Goddamn Frederick and his goddamned army. She understood their frustration at the lack of jobs and the slow pace of rebuilding, but she couldn’t abide their tactics. Much of St. Isidore’s infrastructure had been damaged in the recent hurricane. Unemployment was high, tourism was nonexistent, crops had been destroyed. The storm had decimated the island just as the people were beginning to recover from the earthquake that had struck three years ago.

But there had to be a better way to effect change.

At Dan’s direction, Alexa crouched and studied the village through a field of banana plants and low palm trees.

According to her nose, they were near the cesspool that collected Terre Verte’s waste. Apparently, none of the guards were eager to spend their day inhaling the pungent odors. She avoided deep breaths, unable to blame them.

After several minutes of waiting to ensure they hadn’t missed any sentries, the two of them crawled through the undergrowth. She ignored the roots, rocks, and slithering bugs beneath her fingers. If she could stand up to Frederick himself, surely she could handle a few insects. Still, she shuddered.

Alert, heads down, they crossed the plantation at a sloth’s pace, stopping every ten yards to check for threats. On shaky limbs, she finally made it to the clearing that backed up to a row of two-room houses crammed together like books on a shelf.

Her partner in crime looked back at her. “At my signal, run into the alley.”

She nodded her agreement and waited as the seconds ticked by. Birds squawked overhead and a fishing boat droned from the nearby bay, but the laughter of children and the slapping sounds of women washing laundry were noticeably absent.

Dan jerked his head and launched to his feet, sprinting flat-out toward a break in the small homes. Alexa followed, adrenaline spiking her blood as she bolted toward him into the narrow passageway between a red house and a weathered gray one.

He pressed his back to one wall, and she mirrored him, ears straining for shouts or pounding feet over the beating of her heart. Nothing. After several minutes of waiting, they checked each other over for spiders and millipedes, then moved onto the deserted road.

“To the right,” Alexa said in a low voice.

Her companion nodded and turned right toward the town center. The normally bustling streets looked like an abandoned movie set. Within minutes, they arrived at a shanty with peeling green paint that had been converted to a children’s home.

Most of the kids had families who needed a place for their children to stay until they could afford to care for them again, but Flore was an orphan. Her father had been killed when his fishing boat capsized in a storm several years ago. Losing her mother to rebels back in April had been a vicious blow.

“The red one is the clinic.” Alexa made a move toward the adjacent building, but Dan held her back.

“Let me go first.” He scanned the oddly quiet streets and then mounted the wooden stairs.

At his knock, the door creaked open and they stepped inside.

“Just a minute,” a man called from the back room. Her boss from Hygiea HQ.

“Troy?” Alexa strode past Dan, halting at the dark bloodstain on the floor. Oh, God.

The man appeared in the doorway, his eyes widening as recognition lit within them. “Alyssa!” He jogged across the room and hugged her so tightly her ribs protested. “You’re alive.” His voice nearly cracked.

“Yes. I’m okay.” She extricated herself from his embrace. “What about Garfield?”

He shook his head and frowned. “He didn’t make it.”

A sob escaped her mouth before she covered it. Troy reached for her, but she backed up into Dan’s chest, and he gripped her shoulders with warm hands.

“I’m sorry.” Her boss scowled. “By the time word reached us it was too late.”

She wanted to sink to her knees and bawl her eyes out, scream against the pain filling her heart, but she couldn’t lose it like that. Not here. Not in front of Troy. She thought of Garfield’s pretty wife Marietta, nine months pregnant. “It’s my fault,” she whispered. He’d tried to protect her and now he was dead.

“No, it’s not,” Dan said, his voice hard. “Only the rebels get the blame for this.”

Easier said than done.

“You can’t blame yourself,” Troy agreed, flipping the sandy hair out of his eyes. He reached toward her face. “Look what those bastards did to you.”

She flinched from his touch and he dropped his hand with a frown. He was a nice enough man, but she didn’t have romantic feelings for him, and he had never quite gotten the message.

“I need to see Flore. I put her in the crawl space when the soldiers came, but I need to make sure she got to the orphanage okay.”

He sighed and swallowed.

Oh, God. Oh, no. Her stomach heaved. “What’s wrong?”

His eyes flicked to the window and he hesitated. Alexa’s legs nearly buckled. Not her too. Dan must have noticed her reaction to Troy’s reticence because he held her hips, gently keeping her on her feet.

“All of the kids are missing,” Troy finally said.




Dan wanted to hit something. The fuckers had killed her friend and taken the children.

Alexa’s body went rigid under his hands as she dealt with the latest blow. “They’re gone?”

Troy caught her gaze. “Jamila—the lady who runs the orphanage,” he clarified, glancing Dan’s way, “said the rebels came back for the children after they raided the clinic.”

“But why?” Alexa asked. “There’s no one to pay ransom for them, and they’re too young to fight for SIR.”

For now. Besides, a girl like Flore might be desired for things besides fighting, despite her young age. Dan’s stomach turned sour at the thought.

“Black market adoption, most likely,” her boss said, his voice laced with regret.

A sob escaped Alexa’s lips and she twisted out of Dan’s arms, racing into the back room. He followed, shutting the much-too-flimsy door behind him. She stood with her palms against the wall, her breath coming in shallow gasps.

Moving to her side, he dropped his ruck. “Lys…” She might not welcome his touch, but what the hell? He couldn’t just watch her hurting like this. He stroked along her spine, keeping his touch gentle and platonic. “I’m sorry.”

Troy had wanted to be the one here with her. That much was obvious, even from their brief introduction. When the man had first held her, Dan wondered if there was something between them, but her reaction to his touch made him think her boss’s interest was not reciprocated.

That made him happier than it should. After all, he had no claim on her anymore. Probably never had. She could fuck whomever she damn well chose now.

The image that sentiment produced made his chest hurt. Stupid fool.

Beneath his hand, she turned to face him. He shifted away as she rested her back against the rough-hewn wallboards and wiped her cheeks. She looked at him with red-rimmed eyes.

“You were right,” she said, her voice shaky with anger and despair. “I should have used every bit of influence I had to adopt Flore as soon as possible and get her out of this rebel-infested jungle.”

“You never would have felt right about it if you’d done it that way.”

“Right or wrong won’t matter if we can’t get her back,” she said in a small voice. Her honey-red hair had come loose from the long braid she’d corralled it into before their march this morning, and now hung in wavy strands around her face. “I can’t believe Flore and the children are gone.” She pressed her fingers to her lips and her eyebrows lowered. “And Garfield.” Her voice twisted into a strangled sound of grief as a tear slipped free and trailed down her cheek.

Before he could stop himself, Dan wiped the errant moisture away with his thumb. “I know, honey.” Loss was one thing he knew far too well. “I’m sorry.”

Her breathing slowed and she continued to look at him, her eyes the shimmery blue of the shallow waters around the island. His heart raced. Every cell in his body strained toward her, like a compass needle drawn toward north.

She glanced at his mouth and he leapt back. Only an idiot would let her suck him in again. She was hurting and vulnerable. Any intimacy they shared right now wouldn’t mean anything to her later. It wasn’t real.

He crossed the small space, putting as much distance between them as possible, even though ten feet wasn’t nearly enough. Scanning out the window into the alley, he waited for her to regain her composure.

“Nice room,” he said, taking in the whitewashed walls of the bedroom that appeared to double for storage if the empty glass cabinets were any indication. A small bookshelf stuffed with ratty paperbacks perched on the wall above an unmade cot. A narrow wardrobe stood to the side. The kitchen area in the far corner had a small sink flanked by open shelving, a two-burner stove, and a mini fridge. It reminded him of the shack she’d been living in last time they were on the island together.

Why on earth would a woman like her—a woman who could have every luxury known to man—give it up to live in hovels like this? Was she just that selfless, or was there more to it?

“It’s not much, but it’s all I need.” Defensiveness had crept into her voice as if she knew what he was thinking.

A knock sounded on the door and they both turned. “Alyssa?” Troy called. “Are you okay?”

Dan crossed the room and opened the door. On second glance, he still didn’t like her boss, though he knew he wasn’t being fair. The too-slick, too-coiffed preppy reminded Dan of the privileged assholes he’d dealt with in high school. A selfish part of him was glad Alexa didn’t welcome the guy’s touch.

Troy frowned at him, but then schooled his face into a look of concern. “May I come in?”

“Yes,” Alexa said. “Please.”

He sidled past Dan and stepped toward her. “What can I do?”

She pushed away from the wall, her movements slow, as if her limbs were heavy. “Tell me what you know about the black market adoptions. Do you have any idea who the rebels are dealing with? Anything that could help us find the children?”

Us? Did she mean her and Troy, or her and Dan? But he was proud of her recovery. Already she’d turned her grief toward action.

“I really don’t know much about it,” Troy said. “This isn’t the first time it’s happened on the island, though I didn’t think SIR was making a business out of it. Certainly it’s not uncommon when disaster strikes poor countries.” He held both hands in front of him. “At least the children will likely go to good homes. The method might not be ideal, but the results are.”

“The results do not make it okay,” she snapped, stalking toward him, her face flushed, eyes narrowed. “Forget that they’re being ripped away from their real families and denied their native culture. Those poor children are probably terrified right now. They were taken at gunpoint, for God’s sake.” Her voice rose. “They have no idea what’s happening to them or where they’re going. And arriving in a strange new country, even if people treat them well, cannot make up for any of that.”

Dan silently cheered her on.

Troy paled and took a step back. “No, no, I didn’t mean it was okay. I’m sorry. I was just trying to ease your concern.”

She must not have told him she was trying to adopt the girl or he would have known better.

She snorted. “Have you forgotten that Flore needs Albuterol?” Her hands clenched. “Do you really think those gun-toting assholes are taking care of her or the others?” She took a deep shuddering breath.

“I…I’m sorry,” Troy said. The man practically wilted under her disapproval. “I wasn’t thinking.”

Alexa’s expression made it clear she agreed with him, but she visibly calmed herself before speaking again. “You have no idea where the children are being held?”

He shook his head. “They could be anywhere. We reported their abduction to the police, but you know half of those guys are on the SIR payroll. I doubt they’ll make much headway on the case.”

So much for wanting to alleviate Alexa’s fears.

She met Dan’s gaze, her eyes tight with worry. “Flore’s asthma has been acting up. If they take her inhaler and she has an attack…” She covered her stomach.

He nodded, perfectly aware of the dangers.

“Troy,” Alexa said. “Do you know anything useful?”

He shook his head. “I’m sorry. I’ll stay in touch with the police and keep you informed.” The guy looked at Dan and then back at her. “I assume you’re planning to go home. You should take a break after your ordeal, but you know you’re welcome at my next assignment.”

Alexa frowned. “I can’t leave yet. I need to find the children.” She turned to Dan. “Will you help me? I already gave you my offer.”

Fuck no, he didn’t want her money, though technically, it was Kurt’s job to negotiate payments. If Dan decided to stay and help her for free, he’d have to take personal leave and do it on his own time.

Troy put his hands on his hips. “Alyssa, do you even know this guy? No offense…” He glanced at Dan. “But I don’t think it’s safe to go—”

“Dan rescued me. And actually,” she said, “I do know him. Quite well, in fact. I’m sure that’s why my dad chose him for the job.”

“Oh.” Heat crept up the man’s neck and his eyes darted between the two of them.

Dan could practically see him wondering exactly what “quite well” meant. His gaze clashed with Troy’s. Exactly what you think it means.

“Dan?” she prompted him. “Will you help me?”

He shouldn’t. He needed to tell her “Hell no,” find a way back to the yacht, get to St. Lucia, and arrive home for a few days’ rest before the wedding.

He needed to put as much distance between himself and Alexa as possible.

Instead, he nodded and said, “Let me call my boss.”




















CHAPTER FIVE




“I’M GOING NEXT DOOR TO see if Jamila needs help cleaning up,” Troy said. He took one last look at Alexa and left the clinic.

She nearly sagged with relief. She hadn’t meant to hurt him, but she didn’t like him trying to step into the protector role. And he was clueless about her fears and frustrations where the children were concerned.

Through the doorway, she could see Dan standing near the front of the clinic, peering out the lone window that overlooked the street. His shoulders were tense and his posture stiff as he spoke on the cell phone Troy had grudgingly loaned him. The rebels had taken hers from her room.

She’d call her dad when he was done, but she had to mentally prep for their talk first.

“I’ll be back by Friday, latest,” Dan said. “See what you can dig up for me.” He listened to the tinny voice she could barely discern from across the room. “Roger that.”

He ended the call and faced her. He wasn’t exceptionally tall—at five-ten he only had a few inches on her—but he seemed to fill the entire space with his masculine presence. She was aware of him on every level. If she looked away from his handsome face, she could still smell his earthy scent, still hear the rustle of his clothing and the thunk of his boots when he moved through the room. 

“What did Kurt say?” she asked.

“He’s going to research where the rebels might be holding the children. We’ll take it from there.”

“Thank you.” A sliver of hope entered her heart. Maybe with his resources they could actually find the kids. “And the money?”

Dan frowned. “He’ll bill you. Our obligation to your dad ended when I got you back here, though he really wanted you home in Seattle. Even offered a hefty bonus if I could convince you.” His hazel eyes met hers. “Guess he knew something I didn’t.”

“What’s that?” But she knew.

“That you didn’t want to go home.” He studied her face. “Does he know why?”

Which part? “You mean Flore?” At his nod, she said, “No. Not yet.”

“You should call him. He’s been hounding Kurt for news.”

More likely his investigator had been hounding Kurt. Nerves stirred her gut.

“I’ll wait outside,” Dan said, handing her the phone before he stepped to the door. “But be quick. We shouldn’t stay here long.”

As soon as he was gone, she dialed her father’s private line. When he answered, she said, “Dad, it’s me.”

“Good, you’re safe. Are you well enough to travel?”

The lack of emotion in her father’s voice made her eyes burn. “I’m fine. Just bruised and fatigued.”

“Okay. When will you be home?”

She stifled a sigh. And there it was. Not an unreasonable request by normal standards, but one that twisted her up inside, nonetheless. There would be no happy reunion, no loving hugs.

Her brother was hardly around, and her dad had been cold toward her even before her sister’s suicide. Probably since the day her mother died giving birth to her and Despina. Alexa couldn’t imagine how frigid he’d be if he knew the role she’d played in Despina’s depression. This whole rescue was probably nothing more than his way of making sure Palaimon Merchant Lines was never connected to bad news. Shareholder confidence was essential.

“I can’t leave yet.”

“Of course you can.” He sounded impatient. “It’s not safe for you there, Alexa. The rebels know who you are now.”

“I have something I need to do first,” she said. “Then we’ll see.”

“What could be more important than your life?” His voice was strong and hard-edged. “Have you no care for me and Thad? For how much strain we’ve been under the last few days?” He grunted. “Hell, try years. We’ve been worrying about you since you hooked up with that traveling aid group.” He made it sound like she’d joined the circus.

Yeah, worrying that she’d cause a scandal or cost them money.

“Dad—” Her stomach knotted. Stay strong. “I will leave St. Isidore, but not yet.” She focused on taking long, deep breaths to ease the tightness building in her shoulders. “There’s a little girl under my care who was kidnapped on Sunday too. I need to find her.”

Her dad sighed. “You can’t save the whole world, Alexa. Leave it for the police and come home.” A static-filled pause followed.

She bit back a retort. He would never understand. “I’ll call you soon,” she said. Then before she could change her mind, she hung up.

For several minutes, she stood in the center of the room, gathering the tattered shreds of her composure. Finally, she opened the door and waved Dan inside.

His eyebrows drew together as he closed the door behind him. “How’d he take it?”

She rubbed her face and took a deep breath. “Not well.” Understatement of the year.

“Did you tell him about Flore?”

“Only that she was missing.” She turned away from his intense look and scanned the room. The rebels had left behind nothing but file cabinets full of charts and the sink attached to the wall. “I’m not ready to tell anyone about the adoption.”

He crossed his arms and held her gaze. “I understand that you want to keep this to yourself, especially now, but I think if you told your dad at least, he might be more understanding about your need to stay.”

“Maybe, but I’m not sure he’d support my bid for Flore, and I don’t want him to interfere with it in any way.”

He cocked his head. “Why would he—”

She waved off his question. “Does it matter? I think we should spend our time figuring out how to find Flore, not bickering over how to handle my father.”

Right before her eyes, his face turned to stone, instantly devoid of all expression. “You’re right,” he said, his voice flat. “I didn’t mean to pry. It’s not my place to tell you how to deal with your family.”

Her chest tightened. She hadn’t meant to be so harsh. “Dan—”

“It’s fine.” He strode back to the window and kept watch. “Until Kurt calls, we don’t have much to go on,” he said, all business now. “But we need to get moving as soon as possible. Frederick’s men could return any time.”

Clearly he was ready to change the subject. She sighed. Her brain was buzzing, trying to figure out where the rebels would take the children.

Dan reached into his bag and crouched to spread a map on the floor. “Do you know anything about black market adoption in St. Isidore?”

“No. I thought after what happened in Haiti, the local government was trying to lock things down. Of course, SIR owns half the government, right?” She thought again of her determination to go through proper channels with Flore. “I was so naive…”

“Don’t beat yourself up about it. There’s nothing wrong with trying to do the right thing,” Dan said. “You have to live with your choices at the end of the day.” He stared at a point on the floor beyond the map, his thumb tapping the paper. Was he thinking of his own poor choices, or trying to get in a dig about hers? If it was the latter, he didn’t know the half of it.

“Yes, but in this case, Flore is the one who suffers if I choose wrong.”

He conceded her point with a tip of his head, a frown marring his chiseled features. “Let’s think this through,” he said. “Since St. Isidore’s borders are essentially closed, I assume the prospective parents don’t come here.”

“They probably fly into St. Lucia like you did.”

“Right. Then the children are taken over either by boat or small plane.” He looked at her with his eyebrows raised. “I’m thinking about the airfield we passed. There are several more scattered around the island. I wonder how many of them have security like that, though.”

“You think they’re hiding illegal activity? But wouldn’t that mean the NGOs are in on it?” she asked.

“Not necessarily. The security contractors could be taking money from the NGOs and the smugglers.” He rubbed his chin before continuing. “They might not be smuggling kids, but I’d bet they’re up to something there.”

So they had to look for private runways that could be used to smuggle children out on small aircraft. “But if they go by boat, they could come and go from almost anywhere. The more remote, the better.”

He frowned. “Yeah. Pretty much impossible to figure out without a lot of manpower that we don’t have.”

Her sense of optimism deflated. What were they doing? She had no clue where to begin trying to find Flore and the others. Looking for those children on this island would be like trying to find grains of salt among the sand.

Hopeless.




Dan stood and stuffed his hands in his pockets so he wouldn’t reach for Alexa’s hand when her shoulders sagged. He could sense the despair settling over her like a fog. “Hey, we’ll figure something out.”

She released a long sigh and nodded, her eyes downcast.

Fuck it. He pulled her into his arms and held her. There was only so much a person could take. Despite the way she’d hurt him, she didn’t deserve this. No one did.

She relaxed into his embrace, her trembling easing, even as he kept himself alert. He stifled a groan as she clung to him and his body warmed.

Reluctantly, he put gentle pressure on her shoulders and she straightened, looking up at him. Her sea-blue eyes held him hostage as desire speared through him. If he closed the gap a few inches, he could taste her sweet lips again…

Idiot. He released her and stepped back so fast she nearly lost her balance. “We should…”

“Yeah.” She blinked and then nodded, straightening her shirt.

Crouching, he eyeballed the map for the locations he’d choose if he were planning to smuggle people or things off the island. And then, thank you Jesus, the borrowed cell phone rang. “Hey, Man of Steele, whatcha got for me?”

Kurt ignored the nickname they’d been using for him since long before he had bionic legs. “I tracked down some detail on the runways,” he said. “The one the NGOs use near Terre Verte is owned by Vent et Mer Enterprises. They rent out use of the airstrip and provide the security. The one down south is owned by actor Brandon Marlowe, strictly private, though not monitored as far as I can tell. The airfield a couple miles northeast of you is part of the Bent Palms Resort. The company that used to own it went belly up, so it belongs to a bank in the Bahamas right now.”

But if they planned to smuggle the kids out by boat, he and Alexa were screwed. A boat could leave from just about anywhere on the island, especially if it were headed for a yacht anchored offshore the way Dan’s was right now. At least he hoped it was still there and hadn’t been stolen by pirates or rebels.

Luxury vessels weren’t common around the island. Anyone with money had gotten the hell out of Dodge before the hurricane hit. They needed to focus on fishing boats. Nobody would think twice about seeing a trawler leave port.

The five main fishing villages that still had working boats were up north on the Caribbean side—the western coast—like Terre Verte. That part of the island had been the least damaged by the storm, but it was also where the majority of the population lived. Flatter terrain meant more plantations, resorts, and cities, which meant more jobs.

Dan circled the villages on his map. “Any word on the history of black market adoption here?”

“So far nothing.” Kurt sighed. “There are no registered adoptions from St. Isidore by Americans in the last year. The children could have been listed as coming from St. Lucia or Barbados or even Haiti, though. The adopting couples might not realize it’s a scam if they’re getting babies or young children who don’t speak much yet. My contact at Immigration hasn’t heard about any problems in St. Iz. I also talked to a guy at the embassy in Barbados and he said the same thing.”

Were they approaching this from the wrong angle? “You know, we don’t even know that this is an adoption scam. That was just a suggestion from Alexa’s boss.”

“I’m not sure I want to think about other possibilities,” Kurt said.

Dan looked at Alexa, who watched him anxiously. “Me either.” His gut clenched at the other reasons the rebels might take small children. “Either way, we need to figure out where Frederick’s men could be keeping them. Assuming they still have them.”

Fuck. This was beyond his capabilities with the resources and time they had. And, while he might be an expert at search and rescue, patching people up, shooting his way out of a hot zone, and surviving on nothing but bugs, he was no detective.

Dan rubbed his face. “Dude, I’m feeling seriously out of my league here.”

Alexa’s eyes widened.

“I hear you,” Kurt said. “I’ll see what else I can find out.” There were muffled voices in the background as if he had covered the receiver to talk to someone in his office. “Hey, do you still have your map of known rebel camps?”

“Yeah.” He’d put it in a plastic pouch in his backpack before leaving St. Lucia.

“Tara just handed me the location of two more SIR-controlled positions.”

Dan marked them on the map, thanked him, and signed off. Then he looked at Alexa. “Are you sure you wouldn’t rather hire an investigator? Or a whole team of them? I’m not sure how much I can help.”

“I don’t want to hire someone else. Mercenaries follow the money, and Frederick could offer more to keep this whole thing quiet.”

“You do realize that I’m essentially a mercenary, right?” Had she forgotten he was no longer a PJ?

Her mouth opened and then closed. “But I trust you.”

And hell if that didn’t zing straight to his gut.

“Besides,” she said, “search and rescue is your specialty.” 

“Yeah, but that’s different. Downed pilots and fallen hikers are not the same thing as kidnapped children.” He rubbed his chin and realized it was probably time for a shave. “And my main job is to keep you safe.”

“But you said you’d help me.” Her voice was tinged with desperation.

He sighed. “I will. I just… You need to be realistic about my capabilities here.”

“I know you’ll do your best. That’s all I ask.”

Where did this unerring belief in him come from? He didn’t know if he deserved it, but she was right. As far as he was concerned, there was no point in taking on a job if he wasn’t going to give his all.

He nodded and pointed at the map. “Well, we have somewhere to start at least.”

She studied it for a minute and then shook her head. “We don’t have time to check all of those.”

“You’re right. I think we—”

The drawers in the metal filing cabinets rattled. Then the phone he’d set on the floor joined in. It took his brain a few seconds to catch on.

Alexa looked up at him, her eyes wide as the ground began to rumble beneath their feet.

“Shit,” Dan said. “Earthquake.”




Alexa froze for a second before she realized what was going on. She’d been in earthquakes before, and each one was different. Some were like a kick to the back of your seat, others like the slow roll of a huge ship. This one rumbled and bounced like an old truck on a dirt road.

“Outside,” she said to Dan. “It’s safer in the street.”

The small wooden building would probably hold up—certainly better than cement block would—but they were still better off out in the clearing.

Dan jumped to his feet, snagged her hand and pulled her through the doorway and down the stairs. Troy and Jamila ran out of the orphanage and joined them. Others came out of their homes and huddled together, sending furtive glances toward Alexa’s group, but keeping their distance.

“You okay?” Troy asked her.

“We’re fine.”

The ground continued to shake. Not enough to knock them off balance, but enough to rattle their bones. It seemed to go on and on. When the tremor finally stopped, the lack of movement was profound. As in those first few minutes after the hiccups go away, she kept expecting the shaking to return.

“Well,” Troy said, “that was interesting. I’d better find out if there was any damage.” He held out his hand to Dan. “Can I get my cell phone back?”

St. Isidore didn’t have many landlines, but the cell towers had been one of the first things repaired after the hurricane.

Alexa mounted the porch steps and stood in the shade. Moisture from the humid air gathered on her brow, but the ever-present breeze kept her cool. She closed her eyes and inhaled the scents of salt and earth. Her work with Hygiea had taken her to many countries, but St. Isidore held a special place in her heart.

She’d met the two people she cared for most here.

The first of those people followed her onto the porch and stood next to her, leaning against the support beam. “An earthquake is the last thing this country needs right now. I hope that’s not a precursor to something bigger.”

“Me too.”

He eyed the locals returning to their homes. “Unless you need something here, it’s time to get moving.”

She entered the clinic and he followed her inside. She checked the building for damage, but found only an overturned chair in the back exam room, and a stack of papers that had fallen from the built-in bookshelf near her bed. She bent to scoop them up and laid the disheveled pile on the cot so she could put them into some semblance of order. Maybe she could get Troy to send her things when she had a new address.

The corner of a photo stuck out, its small triangle of bright red catching her eye. She removed it and sucked in a breath.

It was a picture of her and Dan from three years ago, at a makeshift birthday party for one of his teammates. They stood arm-in-arm in front of a red resort cabin that had been converted for Hygiea housing, wearing big smiles and their respective uniforms.

She knew why she was smiling so big in the picture. She’d never been happier in her life.

“Do you need help?” Dan’s voice came from right behind her.

She startled and dropped the photo. It twirled out of her reach and landed on the floor near the foot of her bed, face up.

He bent to retrieve it and straightened, his eyes locked on the picture. “Vinh’s party,” he said, his voice hoarse.

After the party they’d escaped to a secluded cove and made love for the first time on a blanket in the sand.

God, she’d give anything for a chance to start over. But even if she went back in time and told him the truth about who she was, it wouldn’t change anything. After Despina died, Alexa had decided to dedicate her life to saving others. She couldn’t live with herself any other way, but her choice didn’t leave room for a long-term relationship.

“Thank you.” She took the picture from his grasp and stuffed it into the pile as if it were nothing special. Then she straightened the papers and returned them to the shelf. “Hopefully there won’t be any aftershocks,” she said, desperate for a distraction.

“No kidding.” Dan peered through the window. “How soon will you be ready to go?”

“I’m ready now.” She took her knapsack from a hook on the wall and added some granola bars and several bottles of water from a cabinet the rebels had missed.

On their way to the front door, he gathered the map from the floor, folding it and stuffing it into one of his pants pockets before he hefted his bag and slipped it onto his shoulders. “Hang on.” He peeked through the front window. “Shit.”

“What is it?”

Deep voices carried through the door form outside.

“Rebels.”

She gasped and ran for the back exam room. “Come on.”

He followed, closing the flimsy door behind him as she threw back the braided rug and tugged open the trap door. Would he even fit through there?

Keeping her backpack on, she slid into the opening in the floor, reaching out with her toes until she finally felt hard-packed dirt. The two long sides of the clinic were connected to the neighboring structures, but diagonal wooden slats lined the front and back, letting in filtered light. The butterflies in her stomach swooped and dive-bombed. Who knew what kinds of critters lurked down there? Not to mention, if they were caught by the armed militants…

Dan gave her a dubious look, but he must have decided they didn’t have any other choice. He removed his backpack and lowered himself into the hole, stopping when the floor of the storage room came to about mid-chest. He reached for his bag and dragged it down.

Holding the door with one hand, he slid the rug over them and quietly lowered the wood until it was flush with the floor.

Seconds later they heard feet pounding overhead. Alexa held her breath and gripped Dan’s hand. She didn’t ever want to let him go, but he gave her a gentle push toward the alley side of the building.

They could have used the same path to the orphanage she’d urged Flore to take, but endangering Troy and Jamila more than she already had was not an option. She could only hope the rebels wouldn’t think to look next door. No one else should get hurt because of her.

Above them, the footsteps faded. Alexa waited, still as a stone, straining to hear the men as they descended the steps and slammed the front door.

Was it a trick or were they leaving? How had they even known to look for her here? Or was their appearance unrelated? No. Frederick had spies everywhere, even in Terre Verte.

But very few people knew about the trap door.

The crawl space smelled faintly of damp earth and rot, and she refused to think about the bugs and rodents that could be lurking in the shadows. Several feet away, Dan was on his hands and knees about a yard from the lattice that separated them from the street, watching through the slats. He’d left his rucksack next to where she kneeled in the dirt.

At his signal, she crawled up next to him.

“You okay?” he mouthed.

From here, they could keep watch until the coast was clear enough to make a break for it through the small door cut into the crisscrossed wood.

Suddenly shouts came from multiple directions and feet pounded toward them. Within seconds, a half-dozen men faced the clinic. A glance over her shoulder showed the same scene in the alley.

Dan grabbed her hand and held a finger to his lips.

“We know you’re under there, Alexa Alyssandratos,” a man called out, mangling her name in his thick local accent. “Come out now.”

Adrenaline raced through her.

Then the shooting started.




















CHAPTER SIX




ALEXA SCREAMED.

DAN GRABBED HER and yanked her toward the center of the crawl space, away from the bullets. Her cry sent a bolt of fear through him, but he didn’t think she was hit, only frightened.

In fact, the rebels needed her alive, so they were probably shooting to scare them out, not to kill.

He curled his body around her trembling form and held her tightly, covering her as much as possible. “I have you.”

The gunfire continued for several more seconds, then finally ceased with a deafening silence. He weighed their options, but it didn’t look good. There were too many men for him to fight his way out.

And if they escaped, who could they trust to shield them? Someone had alerted the rebels to their presence. How else would they have known to come right now?

“Come out, Miss Alyssandratos, or we’ll kill your friend here.”

Alexa gasped and looked up. Through the slats they could both see Troy being held at gunpoint. “No.” She struggled to break free from Dan’s hold.

“Wait,” he whispered. Then he turned his head toward the leader and yelled, “We’re coming out. Don’t shoot.”

Alexa relaxed.

“I’m going to release you. Stay behind me, okay?”

She nodded.

“Promise me.” He held her gaze until she nodded again, then before he could curb the impulse, he kissed her. It was hard and fast and much too short, but he couldn’t regret it. He’d been wanting to feel her lips again every minute since their kiss in the water, and this might be his last chance.

The surprise on her face would have made him laugh if they weren’t surrounded by zealots with rifles. “For luck,” he said, stuffing his gun into his rucksack before he crawled away from her, leaving his bag behind.

He moved his knife to his boot and unsnapped the sheath from his belt, leaving it in the dirt before he reached the small door at the front of the crawl space. “Coming out,” he called, then pushed open the hatch.

Two men darted forward and pulled him through the hole into the bright sunlight. Each man held one of his arms as they brought him to his feet and led him away. Dan resisted the urge to struggle. Fighting now would only get him beat up or worse, and then he’d have no chance to help Alexa.

She yelped as two other men dragged her through the small doorway and onto her feet, but she held her head high and went without resistance.

Atta girl.

The rebels led her to stand in front of the guy holding a Ruger nine-mil on Troy. This man, clearly the leader of the group, handled his gun like he knew what he was doing.

Alexa faced them both. “Troy, I’m sorry.”

He averted his eyes. “Me too.”

Shock etched her face as the rebel leader released her cowardly boss. Troy kept his eyes forward as he climbed the stairs and entered the clinic.

Jesus, the asshole hadn’t lasted long under the rebels’ threats. Goddamn these fuckers and their terror tactics.

Dan wanted to rip them apart, but there were too many. Keep your head or you’ll be useless.

The soldier with the Ruger gave Alexa a grin that sent Dan’s blood pressure through the roof and said, “I am Nillin Petitt, Frederick’s second in command. We are glad to have you back.”

“Where are the children?” she asked. She had to be terrified, especially after what had almost happened to her last time, but her first thought was for the kids.

“Ah, yes. I have heard that you want one of them for yourself.”

Alexa’s jaw dropped, but she quickly recovered. “Only if she has no family of her own. Her name is Flore and she needs medicine. If you take me to her, I’ll give you whatever you want.”

Whatever you want? Good God, what the hell was she thinking?

“Quiet.” Petitt said, his voice deadly calm. Then he jerked his head toward the goons holding Dan.

Pain exploded at the back of Dan’s head and the world went dark.




When Dan awoke, he was lying prone on a hard, rough surface. His head throbbed and he shivered despite the stifling warmth of the air, suddenly aware that his arms and legs were bare. He took stock of his body’s complaints but didn’t sense any injuries beyond a possible concussion.

He opened his eyes and waited for them to focus. Dusty light swirled in from above, and he spied Alexa sitting propped against a cement wall several feet away from him, her eyes closed. She wore only her black sports bra and matching underwear. His stomach sank. Had they…?

“Alexa?” His voice came out as barely a whisper. He tried rolling to his back, but his wrists were bound behind him. So were his ankles. Ignoring his pounding skull, he used his shoulder and forehead to push onto his knees.

Something jerked on his arms with a loud clank, sending sharp pain through his shoulders. He stifled a groan and looked back. His handcuffs were attached to the wall with a chain.

Her eyes snapped open and she straightened. “Dan! Oh, thank God. I thought…” She blinked several times and took a deep breath. “Are you okay?”

“Just a headache,” he said, settling onto his heels. “What about you?” He didn’t see any new bruises, but his blood boiled at the sight of the nasty one on her ribs.

“I’m fine.” As if she could read his mind, she said, “They didn’t hurt me. They stripped us down to check for weapons.”

As warm as the tiny cell was, the lack of clothing might have been a blessing. Unless mosquitoes ate them alive. He looked around the room. It was just like the one he’d found her in before, but slightly larger. Maybe six-by-six. If they both sat with their legs out, they could probably touch feet.

“How did we get here?” he asked.

“Jeep. He blindfolded me, so I don’t know where we are, but I think we went north out of Terre Verte.” She sat with her knees bent to the side, arms behind her back. “The drive was probably about thirty minutes, but I’m not sure because I was pretty scared.”

“That’s great information,” Dan said. “We’re probably near L’eau Bleue where the Bent Palms resort is.”

She made a disgusted face. “A lot of good it does when we’re stuck here tied to the wall.”

“We’ll figure out something.” Or not. But what else did he have to do besides work on a plan?

“I’m sorry. We shouldn’t have gone to the clinic.”

“Hey.” Dan shook his head. “We didn’t have much choice under the circumstances.”

“Maybe.” She focused on her knees. He tried hard not to. Or any other part of her bare body for that matter. “I can’t believe Troy gave us up like that. And after all the clinic has done for those people, someone still let SIR know I was in the village.”

“Whoever it was probably believes he’s protecting his family. A man will do anything for someone he loves.”

Her gaze flashed up to his and then skittered away.

No, he didn’t love her—though he’d been close before she tossed him aside—but he cared about her. He’d been mad at her for years, but he realized now that his anger should have been turned inward. It wasn’t her fault that he’d taken a no-strings fling in the jungle and tried to make it into a serious relationship.

They’d never made promises to each other. He’d been the one to break the unspoken rules of their affair.

“Did you see any sign of the children when they brought us in?” he asked.

She frowned and shook her head. “They didn’t remove my blindfold until after they put me in here with you.” Pain tightened her eyes. “I just hope they’re taking care of Flore. Nillin wouldn’t tell me anything.”

What could Dan say? He’d failed her in every sense. The children were missing, Alexa was back in rebel hands, and no one on the outside knew where they were. Motherfucker.

He shifted onto his butt and leaned against the wall to keep his legs from going numb. “Any idea how long we’ve been in here?”

“I dozed, but the angle of the sun doesn’t look too different. Maybe half an hour?” She shrugged.

“I’m sorry.”

She looked at him. “For what?”

“For not doing a better job of protecting you.”

Her eyes narrowed. “It’s not your fault. I’m the one who wanted to stay on the island.”

Still his fault. He only had one real job—to keep her safe—and he’d blown it. His gut turned to lead when he thought about how vulnerable she was, the things the rebels could do to her. And he was in no position to stop them. He wanted to put his fist through Frederick Jeannot’s face.

Focus. His rage wouldn’t keep her safe or help them escape.

He forced himself to take several deep breaths and put his head back, letting his gaze wander their tiny prison. Cement block walls, corrugated metal roof, screened gap at the top of each wall to let in fresh air and light.

Who made these things? And why? Was there some guy out there who advertised himself as an expert cell builder? Did SIR really kidnap enough people to warrant building these tiny prisons, or had they served some other purpose?

Regardless, there was no obvious way out even if he could get free. The door appeared to be metal, painted a dull gray like the furniture in Kurt’s office at Steele. It had a reinforced lock that he might be able to pick with time and the right tools—and free hands—of which he only had the first.

After a thorough perusal of their temporary home, he tried to get a glimpse of his bindings. The handcuffs and chain were solidly attached to the wall with a large bolt drilled through a metal plate. His feet were bound with rope, but even if he lay on his stomach like a tied hog, he wouldn’t be able to work on the knot. It was in front, out of reach.

“I didn’t see any obvious ways to get free,” Alexa said.

Keeping his gaze averted—because she took his breath away even at a time like this, when he had no right to be thinking about her near-nakedness—he said, “Yeah. Pretty secure. I’m thinking maybe they’ve done this before.”

She ignored his sarcasm. “They didn’t tie me up last time. But then I fought pretty hard before the guard tried to—”

“You did good.” He wanted to tell her he wouldn’t let anyone touch her, but he was in no position to make that kind of promise. The rebels needed her. She was money. Him? Not so much. In fact, he didn’t even know why they hadn’t killed him already.

Not that he was complaining.

“It wasn’t good enough,” she said. “If you hadn’t arrived when you did, I’m not sure I would have survived.”

The thought of her pinned beneath that kid made Dan’s stomach roll. And if it happened again, what could he do? A shitload of nothing.

“If one of those guys tries anything again, you do whatever it takes to fight him off, Lys. I mean it. Whatever it fucking takes.” He pulled against his chains, straining his muscles to the max, but there was no give in his restraints.

She watched him as he sat there breathing hard from his exertion. “When did you quit the PJs?” she asked in a soft voice.

He raised his eyebrows. Did she care or was she just bored? “About two years ago.” A year after she’d dumped him. Was it sad that almost every event in his life had been categorized as Before Alyssa or After Alyssa? Of course, he’d have to rename those categories.

“Why?”

Good God. He didn’t really want to go there, but what the hell? Spilling his guts might be a mistake, but what was one more fuckup at this point? “My wife maxed out all of our credit cards and I came home from Afghanistan to a mountain of debt. So I jettisoned her and the Air Force and went to work for a private security company called Claymore. You might have heard of them. They were in the news recently.” Another clusterfuck he didn’t want to think about. Another failure on his part.

She gaped at him. Which part had shocked her most? His financial situation, Mary, or the fact that he’d worked for the evil Claymore?

“You were married?” Her voice came out as a high-pitched squeak.

Okay, so, Mary. “Yeah.” Did Alexa find it so hard to believe a woman might want to marry him?

“This was after…”—she cocked her head—“us?”

He nodded. He could say more, but he sure as hell wasn’t going to tell her the whole sordid story. Especially the part where he’d proposed to Mary to prove—to himself and everyone else—that he was over Alexa. Fucking idiotic now that he looked back on it. And he’d been paying for it ever since.

And then he realized what she was asking. “Wait. You don’t think I would have been with you while I was married to someone else, do you?”

Her cheeks flushed, but she didn’t look away. “You wouldn’t be the first man to cheat on his wife.” She paused. “Or girlfriend.”

“Jesus. I would never—” He stopped himself. Clearly she’d done the math and realized he got married not long after leaving St. Isidore. He and Mary had stopped dating the first time several months before he met Alexa, but he didn’t owe her an explanation. Didn’t really want her to know how much she’d messed him up.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “That’s not how I think of you. I was just…surprised.”

“What?” His voice turned hard. “You imagined me pining away for you? Too heartbroken to move on. Is that it?”

Her cheeks reddened and she looked down.

“You did.” He couldn’t keep the disgust out of his voice. Never mind that it was true, he still didn’t want her thinking of him like that. Like some sad schmuck who never got over the woman he couldn’t have.

She swallowed hard and met his gaze again. “I guess I hoped that our time together meant as much to you as it did to me.”

What the hell? “I was under the impression that it didn’t mean much to you at all. In fact, you made your feelings very clear.” He didn’t want to sound angry. Anger meant that he cared. But he couldn’t help it.

“I lied.”

His heart skipped, and for second he wondered… Then he gave himself a mental slap. He had no idea why she was doing this, but he wasn’t falling for it. “Yeah. I must admit the whole shipping heiress thing was quite a surprise. You’re not the snobby bitch I would have expected, though.” He’d dealt with enough of them that he thought he could spot them from several klicks.

“That’s not what I meant and you know it.” Now she was angry. Good. “I—”

“Save it. None of that matters now.” He didn’t want to think about it anymore. Didn’t care what her reasons were. It wouldn’t change anything.

He moved to his knees and began wrestling with the rope on his ankles, trying to slide it around. “We need to find a way to get out of here.”

She looked away and clamped her mouth shut, her cheeks ruddy.

Twenty minutes later they were no closer to escape. The cell was devoid of anything but a bucket without a handle—presumably for waste. He had no tools, and Alexa was too far away for them to help each other.

He was still trying to turn the rope around his ankles, but it was slow going. The rough hemp burned his skin with every tug. Finally he got it to one side, where he could work the knot with his fingers. It was tight, but what the hell else did he have to do?

“I still don’t know why my dad picked you,” she said, puncturing the relative silence.

He glanced up. “You didn’t ask him?”

“I didn’t get a chance.”

“Maybe he thought a familiar face would be more persuasive in getting you home. Clearly, he overestimated my influence.”

“But I never told him about our…relationship.”

Is that what she was calling it? “You didn’t tell him you were bumping like bunnies with some dirt-poor enlisted guy you just met? I can’t imagine why.”

“Dan—”

He sighed. “Sorry.” Why couldn’t he stop being a prick? If these were their last hours together, he didn’t want to spend them at odds. “Just ignore me.” He worked out his frustrations on the tighter-than-a-lieutenant’s-asshole knot until his fingers were raw.

The tension stretched out between them, filled with nothing but the muted sounds of birds and bugs and the occasional rumble of voices from outside. He was pretty sure there was more than one man guarding them, but he couldn’t tell how many. Petitt had probably put him and Alexa together so they’d be easier to keep track of.

Definitely not so they could hash out their past relationship.

“It wasn’t like that,” she finally said.

He stifled a sigh. “Like what?” he asked, without looking up. If he kept his head down, eyes closed, he could envision the knot in his mind. For all the good it was doing.

“I didn’t break things off because of your socioeconomic status.”

Socioeconomic status? Jesus. “So what you’re saying is that it was just me.” As if his ego hadn’t taken enough of a hit from this woman.

“No.”

God help him. “Okay. Since you’re so hell-bent on enlightening me, then by all means. Why did you ‘break things off’?”

She cleared her throat. “Well, for one, because I’d lied to you.”

He did look at her then, giving her his best I’m-calling-your-bullshit expression. “A conversation could have solved that. You think I’m such a dick I wouldn’t understand your reasons? Hell, safety alone is enough. Look what’s happening now, for example.”

She stared at the floor, her brows drawn low. “You’re right. I could have told you. But I didn’t want to.” Her head came up and their eyes locked. “People treat me differently when they know the truth. I feel like I can’t be myself when they know.”

“So it was easier to end a good thing than to spill? You didn’t give me much credit,” he said.

Would he have changed toward her once he knew? Maybe. Dan was no stranger to rich girls who liked slumming it. In fact, he’d taken full advantage of the phenomenon when he bussed tables at the country club. He had also quickly learned that while sex was awesome, it sucked donkey balls to find out you were good enough for a pretty girl to fuck, but not good enough to date. Not good enough to be seen in public with, even after you’d seen everything she had to offer, up close and personal.

Plus, the man he was three years ago would have been intimidated as hell by Alexa’s money. Still was, if he were honest, but it didn’t matter this time. She was a client, not a lover. Even if he did find himself way too distracted by her slim curves, her lips, her…everything.

“Or maybe you didn’t think we were good together. At least not with our clothes on,” he said. “In which case you don’t need all of these excuses. It’s okay to say I wasn’t right for you. Knowing what I know now, I’m sure it’s true.”

“It wasn’t you,” she whispered. “Our careers would have kept us apart most of the year, and I—”

“And you weren’t willing to work for it. Which means it was me.” He glanced behind him to see if he’d made any progress with his bindings. “I don’t know why you’re trying so hard to make me feel better. Have I made you think I won’t do my best to protect you because of our history?”

“No. It’s just that we’re stuck in here, and I don’t know the rebels’ plans for us, and if anything happened… I just want you to know that it wasn’t you.”

“The old ‘it’s not you, it’s me’ speech. Makes it easier for everyone, right?” He got it now. She was scared and she thought he was going to die. And caring woman that she was, she’d rather have him die thinking she’d loved him once. Either that or she wanted to ease her own guilt.

“Dan? Shut. Up.”

His head snapped up.

“Stop talking and just listen.” She leaned forward, at the end of her chain. “God, I used to have to pry the words out of you, but today you won’t even let me finish a freaking sentence.”

He kept his mouth shut, chagrined to realize that she was right. Maybe he didn’t want to hear her reasons.

Settling back on her heels, she took a deep breath and cast her gaze down. “The days I had with you were some of the best of my life.” She looked up, maybe to gauge his reaction. If she expected skepticism, she was right on the money.

He bit his tongue and let her continue.

“I never planned to get involved with anyone while on the job, but I couldn’t say no to you. I didn’t want to. And I figured a guy like you, always on the go, wasn’t looking for anything serious. Just a good time. I could live with that because that’s all I had to offer too.”

He’d thought the same way in the beginning, but after a few days he would have done anything for more time with her.

“I was hoping we could let things end naturally when you left, but then you started talking about getting together after St. Isidore. I never wanted to have that conversation. I didn’t want to hurt you.”

And she never needed to know how much she had. He shrugged as much as possible while chained to a wall. “I thought we were good together and it would be fun to see you again. I wasn’t asking you to marry me, Lys.”

But he would have eventually. She was the first woman—the only woman—who’d made him want more from life than his mission and his team.

“No,” she said quickly. “I know that. But we got along so well that it seemed dangerous to continue.”

He shook his head. “Maybe I’m slow, but if everything was so great between us, why would you want to call it quits?”

She pinned him with a look that made it hard to breathe. “Because if I was with you, I’d eventually want to stay, and I can’t do that. My work is my life.”

Which still meant that it was him. He knew, because he’d been in her shoes before. He also knew that the right man would change her mind, just as she’d begun to change his back then. He hadn’t been ready to up and quit the Air Force, but he’d been rethinking what he’d do at the end of his service commitment.

Turned out he quit anyway, but not for the reasons he would have liked.

“What about Flore? You can’t adopt her and then jet all over the world once you have a child at home.”

She nodded. “I know. Giving her a good life, keeping her healthy. That would be my new priority. I’d have to continue my work through my foundation.”

“And there’s no room for a man in that life,” he said, feeling some perverse need to force her to see the flaw in her arguments. Why couldn’t she just admit he wasn’t enough for her and leave it at that?

“No. I…” she said, her voice full of anguish. “She should have my full attention.”

He still didn’t get it. Or why he couldn’t let it go. “Why are you so damned determined to sacrifice yourself?”

“It’s not like that.”

“Why?” he pressed.

“Because I don’t deserve more!”

Dan gaped as his heart did a slow roll in his chest. That was the most honest thing she’d said during their entire conversation, but her words didn’t make sense.

Her eyes widened at her confession and she turned away, leaning her forehead against the wall.

“Lys.” He tugged against his chains, desperate to put his arms around her.

“I didn’t save my sister,” she said, her anguished voice muffled against the cement block. “I was too late.”

He was still processing her confession when something clanged against the door. The lock clicked and light flooded the cell as the door swung inward on squeaky hinges.

Petitt stood in the doorway and looked them both over. Then he glanced at the guard behind him and waved toward Alexa. “Bring her out.”




















CHAPTER SEVEN




ALEXA’S BODY SHOOK AS THE guard removed the shackles from her wrists and ankles. She glanced across the room at Dan and found him straining against his bonds, his muscles rippling as he glared daggers at Nillin.

A minute ago she had been mortified about baring her soul to him. She had nearly spilled it all. Now she feared she would never see him again. Had her dad paid the ransom, or had he refused? Would Nillin kill her? And even if he let her go, what about Dan?

Her heart beat double-time as the guard pulled her to her feet. She looked over her shoulder and caught Dan’s gaze, opened her mouth to say…something, but Nillin grabbed her upper arm and yanked her down several steps to the ground. Behind her, the heavy metal door banged shut with a thundering clang, like the door on a bank vault. Or a crypt.

She shook her head and forced herself to focus on her surroundings. They could be anywhere on the island. Except that St. Isidore’s tallest peak—Montagne de St. Pierre—appeared far away. Based on its location relative to her, Dan was right about where they’d been taken. They were definitely at the northern tip of the island.

Her captor dragged her along, not stopping even when she stumbled. Her partially numb legs stung as if attacked by needles as blood rushed back into her limbs, but she pushed aside the pain and took in as much as she could.

They were on the edge of a run-down resort. Colorful multi-unit buildings peppered the sloping ground that led to a beach with brown sugar sand. A small cove protected a stretch of shoreline, but several of the buildings and the surrounding foliage had clearly taken a hit during the hurricane.

Red tiles lay broken at the base of the villas as they passed a red one and a turquoise one. They finally stopped in front of a bright orange building with three units fronted by louvered windows with broken panes of glass.

Her chest tightened. She was suddenly acutely aware of her state of undress. What were they going to do to her? She thought of escape, but there were too many men around right now. It would be a suicide attempt at best.

Then, from behind the middle door, a child cried out. She strained onto her toes for a glimpse through a window, but saw nothing. Could the orphans be here? A small seed of hope blossomed.

One of Nillin’s men handed him a white shirt, which he gave to her. “Put it on.”

The asshole couldn’t have given it to her before parading her through the camp? As nice as it would have been to get her regular clothes back, she was just grateful to be able to cover up, even if the shirt had a v-neck and was nearly see-through. At least it came down to her knees.

Apparently satisfied, Nillin opened the door and pushed her into the dim space. “You said the girl needs help.” He produced a box of medical supplies, probably stolen from her own clinic. “Go take care of her. You have fifteen minutes.”

Flore! She entered and immediately encountered Carter, the two-year-old boy she’d heard through the door. He stood next to a bamboo armchair sobbing. She kneeled and hugged him close. “Carter, honey. Are you okay?”

His little arms gripped her neck so tightly she almost choked, but she hugged him back. “M’lyssa, I bump,” he said, pulling back and pointing to his head.

She didn’t dare glance at her guards. “Let me see.” She balanced him on her knee and smoothed back his dark, curly hair to reveal a faint red mark. “It’s small. You’ll be fine.” Then she kissed him on the forehead and set him down.

He hiccuped and smiled.

Her heart nearly cracked. She’d been so worried about the children, and now, seeing them here, she could hardly contain her joy. And her fear.

She stood and surveyed the room, her eyes having finally adjusted to the low light after coming in from the sun. The other three toddlers lay on their backs on one bed, and the three infants were huddled together in the center of the other mattress. All of the children looked tired and undernourished, but she didn’t see any obvious bruises or injuries.

Finally she found Flore. The girl sat at the foot of one of the twin beds, her head resting on her knees, her eyes closed. Alexa had to resist the urge to run to her. As she approached the bed, the children lay still, watching her with tired eyes. They appeared drugged. Her hands squeezed into fists. She’d spent the last decade trying to save people, but the urge to hurt the men who caused such anguish and suffering nearly overwhelmed her.

How dare they terrorize these precious babies?

Only through force of will did she reach the bed and kneel before the daughter of her heart. She wanted to wrap Flore in her arms and spirit her—and all of the kids—far away from this hell. Her throat tightened and she closed her eyes for a moment to regain her composure. She would not infect the girl with her anguish.

“Flore?” Alexa smoothed back her curly hair and studied her too-thin face.

She opened her eyes and gave a weak smile, then coughed. “Miss Alyssa,” she whispered, her voice tight. “I knew you’d find us.”

God, the confidence of youth. Alexa blinked back her tears and returned the smile, giving Flore a gentle—and far too short—hug. “I’d never stop looking.” She opened the box of supplies Nillin had given her and sat on her knees on the hard ceramic tile, rummaging until she found an inhaler. “Are you having trouble breathing?”

The girl nodded, her wheezing breaths echoing in the nearly silent room.

Alexa’s own chest seized. She shook the rescue inhaler, then removed the protective cap and handed it to the girl. Once Flore had gone through the ritual of breathing out, inhaling the mist, and holding her breath—twice—they sat hand-in-hand until her body relaxed and her breaths quieted.

“Feeling better?”

She nodded.

“Good.” Alexa gave her a quick squeeze and pressed the inhaler into Flore’s palm. “Keep it in your pocket for the next time you need it.”

Flore’s eyebrows came together. “You’re not staying?”

It was all Alexa could do not to break down right there. She glanced back at Nillin and pitched her voice low enough that it wouldn’t carry across the room. “I can’t, but I’ll try to come back.” She took a slow breath. “Are they treating you all right?”

“They point their big guns at us,” Flore said, nearly whispering as she picked up on Alexa’s change in volume, “but they don’t hit.”

Not exactly a ringing endorsement, but it was something.

“Do you know where they are taking us tomorrow?” Flore asked.

Alexa’s brain went on alert. “What do you mean?”

“One of the guards said a plane was coming for us in the morning.” Flore’s pallor and breathing had improved, but she frowned. “Where are we going?”

Her throat tight, Alexa shook her head. “I don’t know, but I’ll try to find out, okay?”

“Five minutes,” Nillin called out.

“No.” Flore sobbed.

“Stay strong, sweetie.”Alexa wanted to promise that she would get them out of here, that she would come back for her, but she wouldn’t make a promise she couldn’t keep. She wouldn’t do that to the girl or herself. Alexa gave her a gentle hug. “I love you.”

Flore sniffed and wiped her eyes, but nodded. “I love you too.”

Alexa stood and turned away before she lost it. How would she live with herself if she didn’t save Flore and the others?

But she couldn’t dwell on that now. Both for her sanity and because she had work to do. Moving quickly, she tended to each of the other seven children. “Did you give them something? A sedative?” she asked Nillin, hoping her voice didn’t betray her anger. She needed the man’s cooperation to continue.

“No,” he said. “They are only tired and scared.”

Oh, just tired and scared? Well, then. She felt one boy’s cheek. Despite the sticky heat, his skin was cool and dry, and his eyes looked slightly sunken. Several of the others had similar symptoms. “It’s more than that. They’re dehydrated.”

He didn’t give commands to any of his men, or appear worried, so she appealed to his bottom line and kept her voice low so the older kids wouldn’t overhear. “Some of their symptoms are severe. If they don’t get the right fluids soon, you won’t have any children left alive to sell.”

Nillin hesitated before asking, “What do you need?”




Dan was going out of his mind in the tiny cell. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt so fucking helpless or the last time he’d been so wound up during an op. He was usually known for his calm even under fire. But then he’d never been protecting Alexa before.

Why had they taken her?

He focused on his breathing and tried to erase all of the horrible answers his mind conjured. Maybe her father had come through with the ransom and they were making the exchange right now. Please let that be it.

A growl escaped from deep within his chest. Would he ever see her again?

Despite everything, he wanted to. He at least needed to make sure she was safe. Which meant he needed to get the hell out of here. To that end, he forced himself to sit back and take slow, deep breaths as he studied the spot where Alexa had been chained.

Just like his, the hook that anchored her chain to the wall was attached to a metal plate to prevent the chain from wearing away the concrete block around the screw. Probably also to prevent the captive from hacking at it. But what about the metal plate itself? It had sharp corners. Could he bend one back and use it on the rope?

He scooted on his knees until he was close to the wall and then turned sideways to get right up next to it, running his fingers along the perimeter of the square piece of steel. There were no gaps big enough for him to get purchase, but the lower edge sat over the grout line between two blocks, which left a bigger space between the metal and the brick. If he could wedge something under that gap…

Like the chain on his handcuffs. He flattened his hands against the rough wall and slid them up. After several tries, he wedged the center chain link under the corner of the metal plate. He leaned forward and pulled up with all of his strength.

His shoulders protested, tired and sore from their workout the night before and from being pinned back for so long. His wrists weren’t too happy either as the cuffs chafed against his skin. But skin would grow back.

He attacked it again and again, tug, release, tug, release. The metal was more likely to fail from repeated stress than from long, steady pressure. Sweat dripped in his eyes and ran down his back. His muscles complained.

The square plate didn’t budge.

Dan sat on his heels and rested the back of his head against the wall. He could do this. Everything he’d done over the last couple of days was nothing compared to his pararescue training. Not even close. Except that during training he hadn’t been crazy with worry for Alexa and a bunch of innocent children.

He worked in sets of ten. All he had to do was make it to ten, then he could start over. It was a trick he’d mastered in training. Just make it to the next…whatever. Meal, sleep, challenge, step.

He lost count of how many sets he was on, and his progress was minimal—the metal plate had only budged a millimeter, maybe two—when the ground started to shake.

This earthquake was less bouncy, and more side-to-side. As if the ground were in the screen of someone panning for gold. Taking advantage of the motion, Dan moved to the end of his chain and leaned forward with all of his weight, bracing his feet against the wall. He took hold of the chain to relieve the pressure on his wrists and hung suspended as the floor beneath him shimmied.

Maybe, just maybe, the tremor could help him do what he couldn’t do alone: loosen the bolt.

He let himself sway and bounce, his arms and shoulders screaming for mercy as he was jerked around. But the quake didn’t last long. Not as long as the one they’d had earlier in the day, though God knew his concept of time could be off.

Dan collapsed to his knees, his eyes closed as he fought for breath. With any luck, the island wouldn’t suffer any damage. His prison had held up. Unfortunately. Were Alexa and the children in a safe building?

If he couldn’t escape, Kurt might send someone else in to get both him and Alexa out, but that presumed his boss even knew they’d been captured.

I’ve fucked up this whole thing so badly. He sagged, his limbs suddenly heavy as the logs they’d lifted in training. Some small part of him wanted to give up, just curl into a ball and let fate have its way.

But hell, no. He lifted his head and shook off the soul-crushing despair. He was a warrior, goddammit.  Giving up was not in his blood. Get your shit together, Molina. Time to get back to work.

He sucked in a deep breath and twisted around to view his handiwork, giving the chain a sharp jerk. The bolt didn’t budge, but it did appear to have worked its way partially out of the wall. Which meant that he could pull the metal plate about half a centimeter away from the concrete.

He shifted to his back and brought his knees up so that the rope around his ankles was positioned against the corner of the metal square. Then he began sawing.




Alexa didn’t want to leave the children, especially after the latest earthquake had the older ones in tears, but at least she knew they were getting fluids. She’d also managed to convince Nillin that she and Dan needed water.

One of the three guards who’d escorted her on the return trip unlocked the heavy door, slamming it open. He put his hand on her bottom and gave her a push.

She scurried into the dim, musty cell. The sun had just sunk below the horizon in the hour or so she’d been gone, and very little light made it into the small space. Her heart dropped at the sight of Dan on his knees, slumped against the wall. Had something happened to him while she was gone? She didn’t see any bruises or marks on his body, but that didn’t mean anything.

He watched her and the guard openly, but didn’t move.

“I brought some water,” she said, moving toward him. She’d already drunk her share of the twenty-ounce bottle while in the kids’ room.

He nodded and sat up, his eyes on the gun-toting man behind her as he opened his mouth. Seeing him like this—weak was a word she’d never associated with him before—twisted her insides. How bad off was he?

She tipped the bottle just enough that he could drink without spilling.

“Thank you,” he whispered, finally meeting her eyes. His were less green than amber at the moment and more lucid than she expected given his demeanor.

Hope kicked up. She held his head as he slowly finished off the water, wishing she could wrap her arms around him and never let go.

“Enough,” the guard said, his voice laced with impatience. He took the empty bottle and tossed it out the door before pulling her to her feet. “Turn around.”

She complied as he cuffed her and attached her restraints to the chain again. He left her feet unbound and shut the door behind him with a loud thunk.

He asked, “Where did—?”

“Are you okay?” she interrupted.

He shifted to his bottom and unfolded his legs in front of him. “I’m fine. I got the rope off my ankles, but I didn’t want the guard to notice when you came in.”

Alexa gasped. His left leg had long, bloody scratches running from his heel to halfway up his outer calf. Her fingers itched with the need to tend his wounds. “How?”

He jerked his head toward the metal plate on the wall. “With a little help from the earthquake and a sharp corner. It might not do us any good, but I needed something to do. And it feels better. Now if I could just get my hands free…”

She wiggled her wrists to test the handcuffs, but her captor had locked them down tight. Her arms and shoulders were already protesting their return to the awkward, painful position.

“Tell me where you went,” he said, eyeing her new shirt, his look making it clear that he feared the worst.

“Nillin took me to see the children.” Her breath shuddered out of her lungs. “Flore was struggling, but he let me treat her. All of them were dehydrated. I’ve never seen the bunch so listless. At first I thought maybe he’d given them Benadryl or something to keep them quiet.”

She’d mostly managed to keep it together while she was with the children, but now she had to fight back tears. The kids were so scared and confused. And vulnerable. The earthquakes hadn’t helped. Most of them were too young to remember the devastating tremor from three years before, but that didn’t make this one any less frightening.

She had practically begged Nillin to let her stay, but he’d refused. He had, however, promised to ensure they had food and water. Not good enough, but it would have to do.

Dan frowned. “Were you able to get them some fluids?”

She nodded. “He sent one of his men for sports drinks after I reminded him that dead children weren’t worth any money.” A wave of nausea rolled through her, but she breathed past it.

“What did you see out there?” he asked. “Can you tell where we are?”

“We’re north of Terre Verte, like you thought. I can see Montagne de St. Pierre from here.” She described the resort and their proximity to the water.

“What about men? Vehicles? Weapons?”

She thought back. “Nillin had four men with him to escort me. I saw maybe ten others milling around, all armed with rifles. It’s hard to say how many are inside the buildings, though. And we didn’t cover the entire resort.

“There are two Jeeps near the beach,” she continued. What else could she tell him? “Three guards are outside this building right now. I have no idea about perimeter security. I’m sorry I don’t know more.”

“No, that’s good info.” Dan rested his head against the wall. “But if we can find a way out of here, we need to wait until the majority of the men are asleep. I can probably handle three, but not ten or more. Not without weapons of my own.”

He could probably handle three? She wasn’t sure she even wanted to think about the type of experience it would take to know that.

“Even if we escape somehow, what about the children?” she asked. “According to Flore, they’re supposed to be flown out tomorrow morning.”

“How many kids are there?”

“Eight. Other than Flore, they range from four months to three years old.”

He looked grim. “It’s safer to leave them here until we can get the reinforcements we need to rescue them.”

Her jaw dropped. “No.” She glanced toward the door and lowered her voice. “I can’t abandon them to these men. The rebels are barely providing the basic necessities.” An even worse thought occurred to her. “And what if we do escape and then Nillin moves the kids? We might not find them before they’re taken off the island. We might never find them again.”

A deep sigh escaped his lips. “I understand, I really do, but we’re more likely to get caught if we try to take the children with us. If that happens, we’ll all be worse off, with no chance to get help.”

Her heart twisted. She wanted her freedom desperately, but she couldn’t go without Flore and the others. She’d never forgive herself if she did and they were sold before she could save them. No matter what she’d told Flore, she didn’t believe they’d be better off in their new homes. Especially the children who had local families just waiting for their finances to improve before bringing them home.

“Look,” Dan said. “This is all irrelevant unless we actually get out of here, so why don’t we focus our efforts there? We can work out the rest when we need to.”

“Fine.” There wasn’t much chance of it happening anyway, which if she thought about it only made her want to crawl up into a ball and sleep. Or cry.

Instead, she turned her attention to her shackles. The guard hadn’t bound her feet, but her handcuffs were solid, as was the chain. She inspected each link that she could see, but found no gaps or thin spots.

“How secure is the bolt in the wall on your side?” Dan asked.

She glanced back as she tugged, but it didn’t budge. “It looks pretty well stuck.” Yanking it with her fingertips didn’t produce any promising results either.

“Mine moved some during the earthquake when I pulled. I’m going to see if I can use the plate as leverage.” He got to his feet and squatted with his back to the fastener, going up on his toes to brace his heels against the wall.

Reaching behind him, he gripped the square piece of metal and yanked it toward his back. It hit the bolt with a dull clank.

“That’s too loud,” she said. “They might come investigate.”

“Yeah. Shit.” He dropped to his knees and relaxed for a few seconds. “Maybe if I work it side to side.” His gaze dropped to the floor in concentration as he shimmied left and right.

Unable to do anything useful, Alexa watched his magnificent body work. He strained and flexed, the deep shadows emphasizing the cut of his muscles. He was like a work of human art, and though his body wasn’t the main reason she found him so appealing, it was a fabulous icing on the whole Dan Molina cake.

He stopped and raised his head. “I think I’m getting somewhere.”

She felt a blush rise up her cheeks, but hopefully he couldn’t tell in the faint light. As the twilight dimmed, dull, yellowish light from the camp seeped into the cell through the gap along the upper walls.

“There’s brick dust on the floor,” he said, his voice rich with excitement. “Maybe if I work the bolt with my fingers…” His eyes squeezed shut and his arms tensed. “Got it!” He stood and swiveled to show her the chain in his hands, a huge grin on his face. “Time to work on you.”

Her stupid heart swooned. She knew what he meant, but that smile, that body, that intense look…

The sound of a key sliding into the lock on the door disrupted her wayward thoughts.

Dan jumped between her and the entrance and flattened himself against the wall. “Whatever happens, stay down.”

She was still processing his command when the door swung open. He kicked the side of the guard’s leg and sent the unsuspecting man to the ground with a howl. Dropping to his knees, Dan snatched the man’s rifle, holding it awkwardly behind his back but aimed at the now writhing, keening rebel.

Agitated voices rose up outside, speaking in a heavy kweyol accent she struggled to decipher.

Dan sidled up to the edge of the doorway, taking cover behind the thick wall while aiming the weapon outside. “Drop your weapons or I’ll shoot,” he said.

She heard swearing and the clatter of rifles against the ground.

“Get in here.”

A few seconds later, two of the men who’d accompanied her and Nillin to the children’s room entered the cell. Anger blazed in their eyes and held their mouths rigid. Dan motioned them to drag their friend to the wall and sit, and they complied with murder in their expressions.

“Who has the key to the handcuffs?”

The man wearing a white polo shirt ground his jaw, but finally dug a ring of keys from his pocket and held it out.

“Unlock her. And if you try anything, I’ll blow your fucking head off.” His face was ruthless and hard. Menacing.

Alexa shuddered as she scooted away from the wall to give Polo Man room to remove her bindings. The guard smelled of sweat and fear as he crouched next to her.

She steeled herself for him to grab her for use as leverage or a human shield, but he didn’t. He just undid the cuffs and backed away without meeting her eyes. It was easy to forget how young some of these guys really were. Late teens or early twenties, and many had been forced into the rebel army at a young age. Which earned them her pity, but not her trust.

Pins and needles burned her shoulders and arms, but she let out a huge sigh of relief as she moved her hands in front of her and rubbed her wrists.

“Give her the key,” Dan said.

The man tossed a key ring toward her so that it landed at her knees with a loud ching. She picked it up and scurried behind Dan to unlock him. “Now what?” she asked as she removed the cuffs from his red, swollen wrists.

She frowned at the sight. If only she had her first aid kit.

“We’re going to lock up these two.” Now that his arms were free, Dan shifted the rifle to one hand and twisted his body to face the men so he could hold the weapon on them with both hands.

He motioned the men toward her abandoned shackles and told them to lock up so they were facing opposite directions. When they were done, he checked to ensure they were secure and waved to Alexa. “Let’s go.” He released the rifle’s clip, checked it and shoved it back in again.

She glanced at the three guards. “What if they make noise and draw the others?”

Dan looked her in the eye. “I didn’t think you’d want me to knock them out. I’d have to hit them pretty hard to do it.”

“They changed the rules when they killed Garfield.” And took her hostage, and stole the children. “Do whatever you think is best.”

He removed the guards’ socks and hastily stuffed them into their mouths. She wasn’t surprised. Despite his earlier words about taking them all out—which he might have done if his hand was forced—Dan had always been about helping people, not hurting them.

She moved onto the steps and he swung the door shut behind him, locking it with one of the keys from the ring Polo Man had given her. At the bottom of the stairs, Dan scooped up two rifles from the ground where the now-captive guards had left them, and handed one to her. “Do you know how to use this?”

“No.”

“Damn,” he muttered under his breath. Then he grabbed the rifle, flicked a switch on the side and gave it back. “I put the safety on so you won’t kill one of us with it. Just strap it over your shoulder so it won’t get in your way.”

She did as he asked, despite the ickiness that stole over her at the feel of the heavy weapon against her back. She wanted nothing to do with it.

“Hey!” The voice echoed across the small courtyard. “Stop!”

Dan grabbed her hand and dragged her in front of him before giving her a small push toward the forest. “Run.”




















CHAPTER EIGHT




DAN COVERED ALEXA’S RETREAT, BUT no one shot at them. Apparently they still wanted her alive.

He dropped one of the rifles—the two of them banging together as he ran made too much noise—then swore under his breath as he reached the trees. Alexa was like a walking lighthouse in that white T-shirt. He probably wasn’t much better, mostly naked as he was.

Sticks and rocks ravaged his bare feet, but he kept running. Both of them were going to suffer for this, but it beat being tied up waiting for God knew what to happen.

Catching up with Alexa, he urged her to arc to the left, parallel to the camp. The soldiers would be up and looking for them now, but hopefully they wouldn’t expect their escapees to circle back. All Dan and Alexa needed was some camouflage so they could wait it out. He might have training and experience in escape and evasion, but these men had the home field advantage. They’d been hiding out in this jungle for years.

He herded her into a thick clump of ferns and banana palms, using the broad leaves as concealment, but he was still afraid they stood out too much. Even if he had her take off the shirt, her pale skin wouldn’t be much better.

And her being covered was better for both of them right now.

The weather decided to cooperate at that moment, providing them with one of St. Isidore’s frequent, random rain showers. The rain would slow down the guards and make it harder for them to see or hear.

Dan and Alexa huddled beneath the cover of the plants, largely protected from the deluge, curled tightly around their knees, aiming for minimum visibility.

“Are you okay?” he whispered, barely able to see her in the dark space, but acutely aware of her—the warmth of her body along his left side, her harsh breaths as she recovered from their flight.

“Fine.” She sounded pissed. Was she mad they’d left the kids behind?

The rain drummed the forest around them, blocking out all noise but that within their cocoon. Water streamed through the leaves, running along Dan’s scalp and down his back, a cold tickling on his spine.

“What now?” Alexa’s breath on his ear sparked something inside him, sending heat curling through his body like smoke.

He mentally shook it off before replying. “We stay here until the rain stops. Then we’ll see.”

Rain in St. Isidore didn’t usually last long, though it could be a good twenty minutes. He was accustomed to waiting. Had spent hours, hell, days even, waiting and watching and calculating his next move.

But never with Alexa by his side, short-circuiting his concentration.

He focused on the world outside their hide, simultaneously running scenarios in his head. She was right about the children. If the two of them left now, there was a definite chance that Petitt would move the kids before Dan could return for them. And this time, he might not be able to find them before it was too late.

But how the hell was he going to exfiltrate eight kids—many of them babies or toddlers—under the noses of the rebels? Unless he could incapacitate the whole contingent of soldiers at once, he’d be putting Alexa, himself, and the children at risk.

He spent ten minutes going in mental circles before the rain stopped as abruptly as it had started. He held still for several moments, listening for their hunters.

The only things making sounds were frogs and bugs. “We need to mud up,” he said. “You’re bright as a flare in the dark, and I’m probably not much better.”

He reached down into the muck and began smearing it on his face, neck, and torso. The wet, cold earth smelled faintly of decayed leaves and the rich, black potting soil his grandmother used for her container garden. Alexa followed his lead, slathering mud on her face and arms.

Turning toward her, he asked, “Did I miss anything?”

“Yes.” Before he could react, she reached out and curled her muddy fingers around his ears and ran her palms down the sides of his neck.

He stifled a groan as a jolt of desire went straight to his groin.

“And here.” Her thumb stroked across his collarbone.

A shudder ran through him, and he caught her hand. “Okay,” he bit out. “Thanks.” He let her go and she dropped her arm.

“What about me?”

What about her? He wanted to lay her down on the wet ground and use his hands to cover her from head to toe. He wanted to be as thorough as possible.

Instead, he scooped up some mud in his palms. “Your hair is too shiny.” He dropped the slop on her head and used his fingers to smooth it down the length of her red-gold strands.

She inhaled sharply. From his touch, or the shock of cold?

“You did a good job on your skin”—her luscious, smooth skin—“but your shirt is still too white. Take it off.” He gripped the hem and tugged, far too eager to catch the glow of her stomach and shoulders in the pale moonlight that seeped between the leaves.

Taking control, she slipped the shirt over her head and pressed it into the mud, turning it silently several times before covering herself again. “Better?”

“Yeah.” Except that he was quickly losing his ability to focus on anything but her dark shape. “Just…” Before he could think it through he gripped her head and pulled her into a kiss.

Her mouth met his, equally hot and hungry as their bodies melted together. She stroked the back of his neck with one hand, the other pressing him between the shoulder blades as if to bring him closer. Not that they could get any closer. They were plastered together from head to knees, his erection hard as blue steel and pressing eagerly against her. As eagerly as she crushed her breasts to his chest.

It had always been like this with them. Nonstop desire, instant heat. Zero to sixty in two seconds flat.

Which was why he’d been so dumbstruck when she said she didn’t want to see him again. Of course, now he understood her reasons. Apparently, the attraction between them wasn’t enough to overcome whatever guilt she harbored over her sister.

He finally understood why—with the exception of that morning’s kiss in the surf, and this heated tangle of tongues and lips that he never wanted to end—she had been keeping him at arm’s length.

And nothing had changed. Which meant he had to stop what he was doing before they got carried away. Not to mention before they were found by the rebels out hunting them with rifles. 

Jesus, what was he doing?

He ripped his mouth free and gently pushed her away, his heart pounding as he struggled for breath. “I…” What could he say? He wasn’t sorry. He’d been wanting to do that since he first saw her. His only regret was that it wouldn’t lead anywhere.

Well, that, and the fact that he’d completely lost his head when he should have been focused on the threat. Holy hell, if Kurt could see him now, he’d laugh his fucking head off. And then he’d tear Dan a new asshole for succumbing to the distraction.

Dan reached down to smear more mud on his body where it had rubbed off. Maybe the sludge would help him cool down too. Fat chance. “Fix your arms,” he whispered to Alexa. She just stared at him. “We need to get going.”

He had no way of knowing if the SIR fighters had passed them or not, but he was eager to get to one of their Jeeps before they all returned to camp. Civilization was too far for the two of them to walk barefoot, and they needed to move quickly.

She hesitated as her breathing slowed, probably confused by his sudden change in attitude. But he didn’t have the time or desire to figure out what was going on in his head where she was concerned, let alone to explain it to her.

“Okay,” she said.

When he was satisfied that they were both as invisible as possible, he took her hand and led her toward the coast. The mud was more forgiving on their feet than the ground had been before the rain, but it was also noisier. They had to step carefully to prevent sucking sounds when they walked.

Dan used the moon to guide him toward camp, skirting diagonally to the east so they wouldn’t re-enter too close to where they’d escaped. Not only that, Alexa had mentioned that the vehicles were parked on this side, close to the room where the orphans were locked up.

After twenty interminable minutes, they reached the eastern edge of the resort with no sign of the rebels beyond a few faint shouts to the southwest. Moonlight reflected off the windshields of both Jeeps and illuminated the clearing where the cars were parked. The vehicles were older models—a cinch to hot-wire if he could get close enough without being spotted.

A lone guard in the area stood at the edge of a building with his back to the sand, watchful, his rifle up and ready.

Dan faced Alexa and put his fingers to his lips, then he pointed to her and then to the ground. Stay here. When she nodded her agreement, he slipped away, keeping to the brush, his eyes and ears alert for unseen sentries.

He ran around the back of the building and snuck up behind the guard, ignoring the itch along his skin as the mud dried. The man hummed to himself as he watched the quiet courtyard, tapping the side of his rifle to some imagined beat.

Dan put a chokehold on the guy, using one arm to cut off his air supply, the other to lock it down. His captive let his rifle dangle and pawed at Dan’s arms to no avail. The guard went limp within seconds. Dan quickly stripped the man, stuffing the guy’s shirt in his mouth and using his pants to tie his arms and legs behind his back.

See how he enjoyed being trussed for a change. Killing the rebel would have been more expedient, but Dan had joined the PJs because he wanted to save lives, not take them. The man’s death—hell, he was more of a kid than a man—wasn’t necessary.

Before heading to the Jeep, he slid the magazine from the rifle and tucked it into the waistband of his boxers. Even if he didn’t need it, no one else could pick it up and immediately use it against him. He searched the kid’s pants pockets.

No car keys—that would have been too easy—but he did score a pocketknife.

With a quick glance around to ensure the area was clear, he sprinted toward the vehicles. He picked the Jeep with its nose toward the road, ready to go. It was an open top, so he didn’t have to worry about an interior light, or making a sound opening and closing the doors.

Staying low, he used the knife to cut the valve stem on each of the other Jeep’s four tires. That would slow them down.

He waved toward the bushes where he’d left Alexa, beckoning her to the passenger side of the roadworthy Jeep—the left side of the vehicle, since cars in St. Isidore drove on the wrong side of the road, a remnant from the island’s brief time as a British colony.

As soon as he saw her flicker of movement, he slid the rifle strap over his head and held the weapon with one hand as he jumped into the driver’s seat. Alexa sat down next to him as he located the ignition wires under the steering wheel.

The ends of the insulated wires shone brightly in the moonlight, already stripped. How accommodating. Maybe SIR had stolen the Jeep in the first place. For all he knew, they always started it this way. Whatever the reason, he was grateful for the extra few seconds of time.

He touched the two wires together several times before the engine turned over. Giving it gas before it could sputter out, he put the car in first gear and they surged forward onto the road.

“Our element of surprise is shot now,” he said over the noisy engine. “Keep your head down.”

“What about the kids?” she cried. “We can’t just leave them.”

His gut churned. He didn’t like it any more than she did, but there was no way to get the children right now. No room, no time, not enough firepower. She knew all of this, so he didn’t argue.

He just focused on keeping his hands on the wheel and the car on the rutted dirt track. “Don’t worry,” he said. “I have a plan.”

Or at least he would. Soon.




Alexa’s heart twisted as they sped away from the rebel compound. And the children.

She knew they couldn’t take all of them in one—or even both—Jeeps. Many of the kids were too small and might fall or climb out. Plus, she had no idea how many people were guarding the orphans. She didn’t want any of the little ones to get hurt if the rebels fought back, which they surely would.

Pushing aside her grief—after all, Dan had a plan of some kind, and she was working on her own—she held onto the seat, afraid she’d bounce out of the Jeep if she let go. He fought the steering wheel to keep the vehicle on the muddy, rutted road. The suspension was shot, and he was probably going too fast, but she understood his urgency.

Something pinged off the back of the car, followed quickly by a loud report. She bit back the scream that had built in her throat. The rebels were shooting at them!

“Stay down,” Dan urged.

She bent at the waist and braced herself against the dashboard. “Should I shoot back?”

“No. We’ll lose them.”

He couldn’t possibly be as calm as he looked hunched over the wheel, focused on the moonlit road ahead.

Several more shots rang out and Alexa ducked, but managed not to cry out. Then the tire blew, sending the Jeep into a swerve. Dan wrestled with the steering wheel, turning into the skid before yanking them back in line.

She gripped the dashboard handle and pressed her feet against the floor to keep from sliding out the door. Her ass slipped right off the seat, but Dan’s recovery maneuver threw her back inside, the sudden jolt lighting her ribs on fire.

“You okay?”

“Fine,” she managed to get out between ragged breaths.

The flat tire made a god-awful thumping sound, but he ignored it and kept going. The gunfire ceased.

The Jeep bounced along for several hundred more yards, jarring Alexa’s bones before Dan stopped in the road and set the emergency brake.

“I suppose it’s too much to hope for a spare,” he said.

“What are you doing?” she asked, glancing behind her as he hopped down from the Jeep. No one rushed them with rifles.

“Evaluating our options. We won’t get far on a flat.”

Her skin prickled and she looked out into the dark jungle. They’d never get back to Flore and the others in time if they had to walk out of here.

A quiet laugh drifted up from the other side of the car. What the hell could be funny about this?

She scooted across to the driver’s side and leaned out of the doorway. Dan crouched in front of the wheel, sawing at something she couldn’t make out in the shadows.

He glanced her way and set his blade on the ground as he stood. “It’s not a flat.” With a sharp tug, he dislodged what looked like a thick rope. “We ran over a dead vine and it got tangled up. It was probably slapping the wheel well with every rotation.”

She wanted to sag into her seat with relief, but she couldn’t relax with the rebels so close. “What did you do to the other car?” she asked. “I thought they’d be right on our tail.”

He glanced at her with a wicked grin that made her stomach flip, despite his mud-covered face. “I cut off the air valve stems.”

Sliding into the driver’s seat, he released the brake and hit the gas. The engine coughed and then held, its low rumble changing to a gravelly whine as they moved forward on the muddy, moonlit track.

Somehow he always knew what to do next, always knew how to get them out of any situation. He never seemed to panic, never got rattled, never cried. Had it been up to her, she would have gone after the children, probably jeopardizing everyone’s chance of escape.

But he shouldn’t have to do everything on his own. What if she came up with a plan this time? Dan might have more training in survival and combat, but he didn’t have a lock on the brains in this partnership. She needed to take a weapon from his arsenal and start acting out of intellect rather than emotion.

Which didn’t mean leaving Flore and the others behind. It meant finding a way to go back that gave them a real chance of success, and procuring a vehicle big enough to hold eight kids safely. They either needed enough backup to fight their way in and out, if necessary, or they had to be able to sneak in and get the kids out before anyone realized it.

Would Nillin expect her to return for the children? Possibly. But he might not expect her to do it tonight, within hours of escaping.

Could she muster any reinforcements? Could Dan? She wasn’t sure who else to count on anymore.

The road smoothed out and he turned on the headlights, creating an eerie tunnel through the dark canopy of foliage.

“Where are we headed?” she asked.

“Right now I’m putting as much distance as I can between us and them.”

She started wiping dirt and debris from her abraded feet, wincing when she touched a deeper cut. “Where’s your yacht moored?”

He swung his gaze toward her. “Why?”

Her decision didn’t come easily after fighting it for so long, but her old reasons no longer applied. “I think we should go there. I’m guessing you have everything you need on the boat, plus it’s probably safer than staying on the island.”

“And,” he said, making a “go on” gesture with his left hand.

She took a deep breath. “And it’s big enough to carry us and all of the children. We just need some way to get them out to it once we’re anchored offshore.”

He pondered that for an excruciatingly long minute. “It’s not a bad idea. The bitch of it will be ferrying the children without making them sitting ducks in the water.”

That was her concern too. “We can probably find a tender in Sancoins that’s big enough.”

“But not before daylight.”

She kneaded her forehead, causing flakes of dried mud to fall to her lap. “Do you think they’ll move the children tonight?”

Dan had an economy of motion that always calmed her. He didn’t drum his fingers on the steering wheel or tap his foot. He sat there with a stillness she could hardly comprehend. The tension had mostly melted from his shoulders and arms, and now he just drove, only moving his arms to shift gears—which he apparently had enough experience to do left-handed—and steer the vehicle.

“It’s what I would do,” he said. “Especially now that they’ve lost us.”

That was her biggest fear. If the orphans were moved before she got to them, how would she find them again? “Didn’t you say there was a runway nearby?”

He slid his gaze her way. “Yeah. It’s just south of the resort.”

“So they’re probably planning to fly the kids out from there. That’s why they brought them here.”

“Maybe.”

“What if we got a plane there first?”

Dan slowed the Jeep and brought it to a stop in the middle of the deserted dirt track. “You realize you’d be kidnapping them, right?” He shifted to face her, the moonlight reflecting in his eyes. “Taking them on a boat ride to Sancoins is one thing, but flying them to another island…”

He was right. Even if it was a temporary move, taking the kids off St. Isidore would be a criminal offense, and against everything she was fighting. “What if we just landed them somewhere else on St. Iz? There have to be airfields that aren’t under rebel control. Like the one in Terre Verte.” Though, granted, those guys hadn’t seemed very welcoming.

Dan looked off into the dark, only his eyes moving as he contemplated the possibilities. “It might work.” His gaze met hers again. “We’ll need to do some research. If we land somewhere that Frederick’s men have a foothold, we’ll be screwed. But before I can consider any of this, we’d need a pilot and a plane.”

Her dad’s charter service would never fly into a place like St. Iz. Too dangerous.

Troy would know who ran the supplies through the airstrip near Terre Verte, but she couldn’t trust him anymore. And wasn’t that a bitch?

Dan scratched at the dirt caked in the stubble on his chin. Sitting there mostly naked, covered in dirt, he looked like a chocolate-dipped sculpture, straight off a pedestal in Florence. Definitely good enough to eat. Except that she couldn’t have him, and she had other things to worry about right now.

Despite that, she was grateful for his presence. Without him, she might still be in her original cell, beaten and broken in ways she didn’t even want to contemplate. “Thank you.”

His gaze flicked to her. “For what?”

“For saving me. At least twice. For sticking with me even after your original assignment was done. For helping me now.”

“It’s my job,” he said without inflection.

She swallowed her disappointment, even though she didn’t deserve more than he offered. “That’s all? You’re only here for the money?”

He gripped the steering wheel with both hands and looked through the grimy windshield into the dark jungle that should be singing with the calls of frogs and bugs and other creatures, but was eerily quiet.

“What else do you think would keep me here?” His hushed voice was laced with bitterness. “I’m not a glutton for punishment, Lys. You already made it clear that despite our obvious…chemistry, there’s no future for us. The only other thing I’m likely to get by staying on this island with you is a case of blue balls and a bullet in my back.”

She winced at his bluntness and the sudden sound of the engine revving as he started driving again. “And the children have nothing to do with it?” she asked.

He glanced at her before returning his attention to the road. “Of course they do. I wouldn’t even be willing to take your money if it weren’t for them.”

Her eyes burned and she stared out at the moonlit trees. She didn’t want to believe him. Some selfish part of her hoped he had stayed for her, even if just a little bit. But given what he’d revealed about his finances, she couldn’t blame him for caring about the money. 

Still, the way he earned it was telling. He’d never stopped helping people. In her experience, money amplified your personality, for better or worse. In her family it hadn’t been for the better. Little wonder she’d run away.

No. She hadn’t run away. She had run to a new life. A life of meaning. A life that mattered.

And that was all she needed. All she would allow herself.

But once again wealth had interfered. Without it, no one would want to take her hostage. No one would be keeping her from Flore. Money was the reason the rebels had rounded up innocent children, so they could sell them the way one sells a used car or an old prom dress.

She had given away as much of her fortune as she could to support her favorite charities and make up for all of the work she couldn’t do on her own, but it wasn’t enough. It would never be enough to make up for her role in Despina’s suicide.

All she could do now was hope that her resources would be sufficient to save Flore and the other children, and that Dan would put up with her long enough to make it happen.




















CHAPTER NINE




DAN FOUGHT TO KEEP THE Jeep on course while he fumed over Alexa. No way in hell was he going to admit he’d stayed for her, no matter how much she fished. Was she trying to torture him? And then she went and made it all about the money. Which on some level for him it was. As much debt as he still had—despite how well Claymore and Steele paid—he couldn’t forgo any chance to pay it down.

But goddammit, he didn’t want Alexa’s money. He was such a frigging sucker for her that she was all he wanted. Not that he would ever tell her. She already held too many of the chips in this fucking arrangement.

After bumping along on the muddy, rutted track for several long minutes of tense silence, they finally hit a real road. He was pretty sure it was the main loop that circled the island, but instead of turning right, which would take them toward Terre Verte, he went left.

“Where are we going?” Alexa asked.

“Sancoins. We need a plane, which means I need a phone. There’s a sat phone on the yacht, we just need a way to get to it.”

She didn’t respond right away, and he glanced at her to find her covering her mouth. Was she crying? Then giggles tumbled from her lips and her shoulders shook. “I’m sorry,” she squeaked.

“What’s so funny?” He scowled. Apparently he hadn’t upset her too much. Which was good, but still…

“I just…” She erupted into laughter again, struggling for calm by forcing a few deep breaths. “Have you looked at us? We’re half naked, covered in mud, with no ID, no money, and no phone.”

He scratched some of the dirt from his forearm and squelched a smile. She might be losing it a little, but she had a point. “We do look pretty ridiculous, don’t we?” They were more likely to get arrested in Sancoins than get the use of a phone or a boat.

Dan forced his gaze back to the road. “I don’t think it’s safe to go back to the Hygiea clinic, but it might be our only option unless you have an idea for getting out to the yacht.”

After a few more shaky breaths, she said, “Actually, I might. Would a kayak work?”

“If we can get one close enough, yes. I’m moored about a mile south of Terre Verte.”

“Perfect,” she said. “There’s a resort called Fair Winds just outside the village. It didn’t suffer too much damage in the storm, but it’s deserted since the tourists are all gone.” She picked at her arms, then used broad strokes to swipe at them, wiping her hands over the floor of the Jeep. “Last time I went down to the cove, the boathouse was intact and locked up tight.”

He didn’t have a better idea. In fact, a kayak was a damn good one. No one would miss it anytime soon and if the resort was actually deserted, they could go undetected.

They encountered some traffic closer to the city, but there were no streetlights lining the tiny highway, and no one looked at them twice. Another half an hour took them past the city and back toward Terre Verte.

Would Frederick’s army be on the lookout for them, or would the rebels think they were too smart to enter the heart of SIR territory? Not that he had much choice at this point.

At Alexa’s direction, he turned down Rue de Vent, a dark road leading toward the water, lined with tattered flags on tilted poles. When the reception building came into view, he drove the car off the road and parked it between two tall hedges. He turned off the noisy motor and stepped down from the Jeep, letting his ears adjust to the relative silence as the creatures in the area went quiet to assess the threat.

Holding the rifle, Dan followed the ceaseless sound of waves hitting the shore, and led them to the beach, keeping his eyes and ears alert for security guards, squatters, and SIR fighters. They passed a swimming pool full of muck, and a deserted gazebo, before spotting the boathouse. The paddles tacked over the door made it pretty clear they had the right building.

He examined the padlock. Should he pick it or just…? He opened the pocketknife he’d lifted from the guard and popped the lock hinge from the rotting wood. Piece of cake.

The door creaked open and a shaft of moonlight revealed a wall stacked with kayaks, paddleboards, and life vests. Dan snagged a vest from a hook, backed up, and tossed it to Alexa. He slid one over his own arms and snapped it on before dragging a tandem kayak made of molded plastic from its perch. Damn, the bitch was heavier than it looked.

Or he was running out of gas. But he knew how to push through the fatigue. He lowered the boat to the sand and took two double-bladed paddles off the wall.

“Come on.” He waved to Alexa, who now wore the bulky vest. “Do you think you can paddle?”

“Absolutely.”

God, he loved her spirit. He wanted to kiss her, but he resisted the inappropriate urge and pushed the boat toward the water with the paddles inside. Once he had it bobbing in about a foot of surf he motioned her to climb on. “I’ll hold it still,” he said. “Sit in the front.” Since she was lighter, it made sense for her to sit up front and paddle to steer, while he propelled the boat from the back.

He held the kayak steady. She hissed as soon as her feet hit the water.

“Hurts like a son of a bitch, doesn’t it?” His abraded feet and legs stung as if attacked by a jellyfish, but he did his best to ignore the pain.

Alexa nodded, but kept moving. “I’m fine.” As soon as she settled in, he waded out a little farther, then hoisted himself into the back seat. If he kept the moon behind him and to the right, they should find the yacht.

“We’ll just go straight out for now. I’ll tell you when to pull left.” 

He dipped the paddle and pulled, alternating sides until he got into a rhythm and they picked up speed. The muscles in his arms and upper back screamed with exhaustion, but he kept going. What else could he do? He focused on his breathing, on performing a perfect stroke every time.

Going into a “zone” was how he’d survived the brutal pararescue training pipeline. Physical strength was never enough for success. Most of the guys who applied for the PJs—or any special ops for that matter—were in superior shape already. Surviving the cut came down to mental stamina and an absolute unwillingness to fail.

Those who could push aside thoughts of the endless days and months of torture ahead and live moment to moment were the ones who earned the maroon beret and the right to tattoo their asses with green footprints.

All Dan had to do was make it to the yacht. He’d deal with whatever came next when he got there.

The dark water undulated around them, reflecting scattered moonlight across Alexa’s rigid back and the threads of blonde in her muddy hair. Under the too-bright sky, out on the open water, they were like worms stuck on a sidewalk after the rain. No cover, nowhere to hide.

A few sparse lights were visible from the island, but couldn’t compete with the brilliance of the quarter moon and endless stars. At any other time, he would have taken a minute to appreciate the amazing view. He didn’t see many stars or come close to catching a glimpse of the Milky Way back in Virginia.

He paddled harder, giving a wide berth to a peninsula of land that stuck out into the sea like a crooked finger. Waves slapped the sides of the kayak, blocking out all but the noise of his paddle splashing through the water. After about ten minutes, he spotted the thirty-five-foot cruiser, glowing white as it danced on the swells.

Slowing his approach, he surveyed the sleek craft. It appeared just as he’d left it. No lights, no noises, no movement. He maneuvered the kayak as close as possible without crashing into the boat, then slid into the cool water holding a rope that was tied to the bow of the plastic two-seater.

Every cut and scratch on his body burned, but goddamn if he wasn’t awake now.

He removed his vest, and ducked beneath the waves to wash the mud from his body before he thrashed his way to the stern of the yacht. His arms shook as he dragged himself onto the swim platform, but he managed to tumble aboard. He gripped the stern with one hand and used the other to pull the kayak close and tie it up. At his urging, Alexa clutched his hand and let him help her up onto the boat.

She unlatched her life vest and dropped it to the deck, then he ushered her to the aft bench and left her to sit. “I’ll be right back.”

Before leaving the boat, he’d taped a spare key to the interior wall of the scuba locker. He removed it from its hiding place and unlocked the hatch that led to belowdecks. Down a small flight of stairs the yacht had a well-stocked galley that appeared undisturbed in the faint moonlight that crept in through the portholes. He grabbed two bottles of water from the tiny fridge, broke the seal on the caps, and returned to the cockpit.

She lay on the bench with her arms wrapped around her waist, eyes closed. He stared at her, for a moment letting the ache in his chest nearly overwhelm him. How had he thought he could do this without getting hurt again?

She’d done such a number on him last time. He’d gone back to Davis-Monthan Air Force Base, run into Mary at the mall, and married her three months later.

He’d been such an idiot.

Alexa’s eyes opened, jolting him from his thoughts. He stepped forward and held out one of the bottles.

“Thank you.” She sat up to accept the water, removed the cap, and took a long drink.

He followed suit. They were both dehydrated.

“You should let me take a look at your leg,” she said, gesturing to the long scratches running up his calf.

God, no. The last thing he needed was her touching him. “Nah, I can do it.”

She frowned but didn’t press the issue.

“I’ll get us underway and then you can take a shower. I’m mostly clean from my quick dunk, so I can wait.”

She bit her bottom lip and nodded. “Okay, thanks.”

He started the yacht’s engines with a hearty rumble and turned smoothly toward St. Lucia, operating in the dim glow of the instrument panel. When they were several miles from shore, he set the autopilot and flipped on a small lamp over the helm.

“Come on.” He led Alexa down a small flight of stairs into the salon, turned on the overhead lighting, and pointed out the head. “There are towels in the cabinet and shampoo and stuff on the counter. Help yourself.” In the duffle bag he’d left on the queen bed that was tucked into the bow of the boat, he found the T-shirt and chinos that Tara had insisted he bring, along with a bra and panties.

Resisting the urge to rub the smooth satin between his fingers and imagine it against Alexa’s bare skin, he rolled the clothes into a bundle and handed them to her. “Tara, the business manager at work, bought these for you. I hope they fit okay.”

“I’m sure they’ll be fine,” she said, her smile weak and her eyes half closed.

“There’s a small first aid kit in there if you need to bandage your feet. Or I can do it for you when you’re done.” He couldn’t decide if he wanted her to ask for his help or not. “I have a backup phone stashed down here. I’m going on deck to call Kurt and see what he can do for us.” He glanced at the digital clock on the wall. It was twenty-one hundred.

She thanked him and disappeared into the tiny room, closing the door behind her.

Dan took the satellite phone upstairs. Time to get the ball rolling and rescue those kids.




Kurt was sitting in his office waiting to hear from Todd Brennan and Jason Chin when his cell phone rang. He checked the number before answering the call. “Goddammit, Dan. You had me thinking the worst. What the hell happened?”

“Sorry, man. It was dicey there for a while. We’re both a little worse for wear, but nothing too bad.” He gave Kurt a brief recap of their night.

“Shit.” He knew how resourceful Dan could be. It was one of the reasons he valued him so much as a friend and an operator, but he was still shocked that Dan had been able to pull off an escape. And if Kurt were honest, jealous that he couldn’t be right there with Dan. 

“Can you get us a plane?”

“I can do better than that. Todd and Jason should be landing in Miami any minute. Alyssandratos has a jet from his charter service waiting to take them to St. Lucia, so they can be there in about three hours. I’ll brief them before they take off again.”

“You would send Jason, asshole.”

Kurt chuckled. “Suck it up,” Kurt said. “He’s one of the best we have, after you.”

Dan sighed. “I know. He’s solid. My biggest concern is getting the kids away from the rebels quickly enough. And we need transportation that will hold them all. I was thinking a cargo plane that could land at the nearby airstrip. We don’t even have to take them off the island, just get them to safety somewhere else.”

“Good idea. I’ll see what I can scare up on short notice and call you back when I have something.”

“Roger that.” Dan paused. “Thanks, man.”

“Of course.” Kurt wasn’t going to get all touchy-feely now. “Now go save the kids and get that woman home, for God’s sake. Her dad is riding my ass.”

“Sir, yes, sir.”

“Fuck you, Molina.”

They signed off and Kurt punched the button to end the call. Then he turned his attention to the problem of getting a cargo plane. He only knew one person in that world, but he hadn’t talked to her in years.

Dammit. Caitlyn was the last person he wanted to call for a favor—or any other reason, for that matter—but Dan was counting on him. And the lives of those kids were at stake.

He glanced at the time on his computer. It was almost eight in Virginia, which meant nearly nine in Barbados. Would anyone even answer? He had to try.

After a quick web search for the phone number, he dialed.

“Brevard Charters.”

At the sound of her voice, Kurt lost his breath.

“Hello?” she asked.

He winced and cleared his throat. “Caitlyn? It’s Kurt Steele.”

“Kurt? What… How are you?”

“Good.” He sat up and shook off the memories. “You?”

“Never better.” Her voice was bright but wary. “What’s going on?”

Skipping the small talk, he jumped right in and told her about Dan and Alexa and their plan to free the orphans. “I know it’s last-minute. Do you have anyone who might be able to help us out?”

“Those fucking rebels,” she said, her voice fierce. “I’d be happy to wreck their plans.”

“You?” Why had it not occurred to him that she might want to do it herself?

“A pilot doesn’t have to sport a pair to get the job done, you know.”

Shit. “No, I…” It wasn’t about gender, it was about putting her at risk. “It’s just that the SIR fighters are heavily armed.”

“Yeah, well so am I.”

And she was a crack shot too.

“Still trying to protect me after all these years?” she asked, her voice soft.

“Always.” Like an idiot.

She sighed. “Kurt, there’s no one else for the job. I’m a one-woman show down here, just the way I like it. So if you don’t want me, then—”

“No.” He cleared his throat, trying not to think of all the ways he wanted her. “I do. I’m sorry. Let’s talk details.”

They hashed things out and she asked, “What time do you need me in St. Isidore?”

“I’ll have to check with Dan and get back to you, but I think in the next few hours.”

“Okay,” she said. “I’m in Martinique tonight, so I only need about an hour’s notice.”

“Perfect. I’ll call you back in fifteen.”

Kurt returned the phone to its cradle and dropped his forehead to the desk, lacing his fingers behind his head and letting his elbows rest on the cool surface. He’d locked away the memories of Caitlyn Brevard and her beautiful green eyes years ago, but now they came flooding back like a tidal wave that threatened to engulf him.

Was it possible she was still single? As if he had a right to care. He hadn’t seen her in nine years. Not since she left the Air Force and he went off to PJ training. For all he knew, she was shacked up with some guy on the beach.

And damn if that thought didn’t hit straight to the gut. Goddamned dumbass. It wasn’t like he wanted her to see him now. The pity on her face would kill him.

He counted to ten, focusing on each breath in and out. Nice and slow. Then he raised his head and lifted the handset, forcibly banishing thoughts of Caitlyn Brevard from his mind.

He had work to do.




After his talk with Kurt, Dan returned to the galley. He made PBJs and put them on plates with potato chips and carrot sticks. Not a gourmet dinner, but he couldn’t care less. He was so hungry he could eat the white leather bench that ran the length of the salon.

Instead, he took his food up to the cockpit, polished it off, and went back for more, settling his weary body onto the plush seat with a heavy sigh. When Alexa walked out of the tiny bathroom, he nearly choked on a carrot stick. She was scrubbed clean, her face pink—aside from the bruises—and her wet hair shining under the cabin’s lights like liquid strands of gold and copper.

God, he wanted her. Even after the way she’d left him, he still couldn’t resist. Could he have her again and then walk away? Don’t be an idiot. But if he could, would it be worth it? Could he feel any worse than he did now?

Assuming she’d even let him get that close. A couple of kisses under extreme stress did not equal an invitation to bed.

He cleared his throat. “Feel better?”

“Immensely,” she said. “I know some women pay big bucks for a mud bath, but I’ll pass.”

Against his will he smiled. She amazed him. He’d seen her stay cool under pressure three years ago, but back then they hadn’t been working under life-threatening conditions. Not like this. Now, she was tired, dehydrated, starved, injured, and stuck with him. She’d been attacked, bound, chased, and shot at, but she hadn’t whined or complained to him even once.

And she’d begged him to stay and help her, putting the life of the children above her own.

Jesus, he was fucking mooning over her. He stood and gestured to the plate he’d prepared. “Sorry I don’t have a nicer spread. I wasn’t expecting us to stick around this long.”

She nodded and pushed a strand of hair behind her ears. It was starting to curl on the ends as it dried. “It’s perfect. I didn’t realize how hungry I was.” She scooted behind the dinette table and put the paper napkin he’d provided on her lap.

“Kurt’s working to get a plane at the airfield within a few hours. The biggest challenge will be getting the kids from the compound to the airstrip.”

And that was assuming he could take out the guards inside without alerting the rest of the goons.

“If we could count on them sticking with their original plan, it would be so much easier. We could land our own plane at the airfield and let them deliver the kids right to us,” she said. 

“Unfortunately, we can’t count on it.” If only. “And even if that worked, we’d have to disable their plane and pilot and fight with the guys hauling the children.”

“Yeah.” She sighed and took a bite of her sandwich.

While she ate, he returned topside to check their course and look for threats. He also didn’t want to leave the helm unattended for too long and risk hitting another vessel. Satisfied that all was clear for the moment, he went below decks to get the satellite phone he’d accidentally left sitting on the counter.

Alexa had finished her food and was slumped at the table, resting her head on her arms.

“Alexa?”

She didn’t stir, so he gently slid her from behind the table and carried her to the stateroom, mounting the steps sideways to lay her on the blue-and-white-striped comforter of the queen bed. He folded the other half of the covers over her and fled to the upper deck before he got any stupid ideas about joining her.




Alexa awoke to the sounds of water slapping the hull of the softly swaying yacht. Moonlight shone through the portholes, lighting the striped duvet folded over her body. Her mind went immediately to Flore and the other children. She hated leaving them with Nillin and his men for even a minute. The wait to take action was excruciating.

For the first time in what seemed like days, she was warm. Too warm. The heat added to her restlessness.

The last thing she remembered was laying her head on the table. Her skin tingled at the thought of Dan carrying her to bed.

She sat up, removed the covers, and checked the clock in the galley. It was nearly ten, so she hadn’t slept more than an hour. Slipping out of the bed, she looked through the window. They were docked at a marina that she guessed was in St. Lucia since there were actually other boats around.

Before going upstairs, she used the head and washed her face. In the mirror, her purple bruises looked even worse than before, but they were in stiff competition with her hair. It had partially dried while she slept and now stuck out in all directions.

The toiletry kit on the small counter included a ponytail holder which she quickly put to good use. Thank you, Tara, whoever you are. Then she went up on deck.

Dan sat at the helm, lit only by a small lamp and the dock lights. He wore a fresh but wrinkled T-shirt and cargo pants paired with running shoes, and he bent over a map, his face intense. Until he glanced up at her. “Hey,” he said. “I thought you’d sleep longer.”

She shrugged, the moist air soft and thick on her skin. “I need to do something.”

He straightened and faced her, his outdoor-fresh scent wrapping around her like a cloak. “Kurt has a plane lined up, as well as two more guys to help with the raid. They’ll come out to the marina when they get here. He’s also trying to round up a van or something. Things are moving forward, but there’s nothing to do for a couple of hours.”

Their gazes locked and her throat went dry. She could think of one thing they could do to pass the time. She craved the heat and taste of him, and the passion that lurked beneath his calm exterior. But she also knew they’d both be hurt again if they gave in to this attraction.

She nodded and broke eye contact. “I know, I’m just having trouble being patient.” Images of Flore, listless and pale, kept invading her mind, and she wished once again for Dan’s sweet distraction.

“Tell me something,” he said, leaning his back against the captain’s chair and crossing his arms.

She gripped her elbows as the breeze sent goose bumps rippling along her skin. “What?”

“Why’d you become a nurse?”

Thank you. She’d happily go along with his distraction. Up to a point. Staring out over the dark ocean at the glittering waves, she let the strains of steel drums from shore wash over her. “The same as anyone, I guess. To help people.”

She lifted a sore shoulder, not sure she could fully articulate her reasons. “My dad wanted me to major in business and then go to law school.” A path she would have hated. “But I never wanted to work for Palaimon like my brother Thad.”

“Why?” Dan prompted.

A heavy weight settled on her chest, but she pushed on. After all they’d been through, she wanted him to know something important about her. Something genuine. “My twin sister Despina committed suicide when we were fifteen. Slit her wrists in the bathtub. I found her, but I was too late.” Alexa’s throat tightened. “She’d lost too much blood and she just… She died in my arms while I waited for the ambulance and I couldn’t do a damn thing to stop it.” And it was my fault.

She tried to hold back the tears, but several escaped and rolled down her cheeks. 

“Jesus, Lys.” Dan pulled her into his warm embrace. “I’m sorry.” He stroked her head and held her tight, his large hands soothing away the pain. “I had no idea.”

Of course he didn’t. She hadn’t talked about her sister in years. She hardly allowed herself to think about Des, except to remind herself why her work had to take precedence over a long-term relationship. And yet here she was in Dan’s embrace.

She wanted to sink into his body and never leave.

Instead, she pulled away and wiped her eyes, taking a deep, shuddering breath to regain her balance. “I thought if I became a nurse, if I could help others who were hurt… I don’t know, I guess I thought it might make up for Des. That I would never have to feel that helpless again.”

He nodded and looked at his hands. “But we can’t save everyone, no matter how much training we have.” His expression darkened and he looked past her toward the beach.

She put her hand on his biceps and rubbed the impressive muscle with her thumb. “Who did you lose?” she asked softly.

His gaze met hers, hazel eyes full of pain. “My little sister was the first. Leukemia,” he said, his voice rough. “She was nine, I was twelve.”

She inhaled sharply. “Oh, no.” Had they ever talked about anything truly significant, or had they merely kissed and joked and made love as much as possible?

The latter. It was supposed to have been a fling and she’d deliberately kept things light, not wanting to ask him questions that would encourage him to pry into her own secrets.

“Olszewski was the last.” His tone was flat now. Like he’d turned off his emotions the way one turned off a faucet. She wished she knew that trick. “IED in Afghanistan three months ago. Part of that whole Claymore clusterfuck I mentioned earlier.”

He stepped away from her touch and looked out over the stern, gripping the back of the rear-facing bench. “All I could do was give him morphine and hold his insides together while he bled out.”

Alexa covered her mouth. Oh, God. She knew down to her soul what that did to a person. The utter impotence of watching someone you cared about fade away like smoke in the wind.

She started toward him, but he faced her, his jaw hard. “There have been too many others in between.” He held out his hands, palms up. “All on me.”

“Could you have done anything more to save them?” she asked, grasping his shoulders. 

He stared at her for a moment, his muscles hard knots of steel beneath her fingers. “No,” he whispered.

“Then they were lucky to have you there at the end. To know that they didn’t die alone.” She swallowed to ease her tight throat. “That someone cared.” Being with Despina at the end was the only thing she’d done right.

His gaze strayed over her shoulder, unfocused, as if he were looking back in time. “Maybe.”

“Definitely,” she said, her voice firm. She wanted to shake him. “And I know you’ve helped more people than you’ve lost. I’ve seen you in action, remember?” Somehow she needed him to understand how amazing he was, how important. “You can’t keep score like a football game. All you can do is keep showing up and doing your best. That’s it. Every day. And you do, Dan. You always do.”

He looked at her then, rested his forearms on her shoulders and cradled her head in his large palms, caressing above her ears with his thumbs. A little shiver ran through her as he watched her with those beautiful eyes as if trying to figure her out.

Then he kissed her.

Not just a quick meeting of the lips. This was a kiss for the ages. A kiss to sustain her for the rest of her life. A devouring kiss that awakened every cell in her body and aligned them all toward Dan.

God, she had missed him so much. Missed his lips, his masterful tongue, his warm, solid body against hers. She curled her arms around his neck and kissed him back with everything she had.

He was more than she deserved, and all she had ever wanted. She couldn’t have him forever but she wanted, needed this moment. Needed something good when the world around her was crumbling. Needed one more time with him to hold within her heart and bring out on the dark, lonely nights that were sure to come later.

She abandoned herself to his kiss, her heart stuttering as his hands roamed along her collarbone and down over her breasts. A hum of delight escaped as she arched into his touch.

Dan broke away and trailed his mouth down her neck and along the edge of her shirt. “Lys…” He gently pressed her breasts together and up, tugging the shirt lower with his thumbs, tracing patterns on her bared flesh with the tip of his tongue.

Heat shot through her veins like a drug, making her nearly delirious. She swiveled her hips, rubbing against his growing erection until he groaned.

He raised his head and caught her gaze, his eyes liquid with desire. His broad chest rose and fell with quick, shallow breaths. “If you don’t want this,” he said, “please tell me now.”

“I want this.” She pressed her palms to his freshly shaven jaw. “I want you.”

Time hung between them for a second before he gestured toward the hatch that led below decks. “Downstairs.”




















CHAPTER TEN




DAN WANTED TO INHALE ALEXA. He wanted to put his mouth on every inch of her, taste her, touch her, own her. At the bottom of the steps, she turned to face him and he hoisted her onto his hips, wrapping her legs around his waist. She rubbed herself against him and he nipped at her neck until she squirmed deliciously.

Some small part of his brain sent up a warning, but he ignored it. He knew what he was doing. Knew that he was running headlong toward another crushing hurt, but he no longer cared.

If he could only have her for tonight, he’d take it.

She had known exactly what to say to ease his pain, and for a moment he felt understood in a way he never had before. She gets me. And with her words and touches, he couldn’t help but think maybe she had been telling the truth earlier. Maybe it really wasn’t about him.

Maybe her reasons for leaving him three years ago really had been all about her.

He was a sucker for letting in even a sliver of hope that he could change her mind about them, but hope he did. And even if she walked away again—

No. He was going to live in the now.

Right here, striding through the dim cabin with her clinging to him, was exactly where he wanted to be.

He stopped at the foot of the raised mattress and sat her on the edge, gently unwrapping her legs and letting them fall to his side. He reached back and whipped his shirt over his head.

Hers went next, but slowly, as he peeled it up to reveal her glowing skin one inch at a time in the shadowy light from the marina that entered through the portholes. The pace was torture, but he wanted to savor, not rush.

He feathered his fingers over the dark bruises that marred her ribs and hip, and shoved aside the anger at the men who’d hurt her. He’d take care of those assholes later. Right now, he stared, trying to catch his breath, awestruck by her presence.

Damn, she was beautiful.

Her brows lowered and she crossed her arms over her chest. “What’s wrong?”

He shook his head and tugged at her hands. “Not a goddamned thing.” Holding her arms wide as her face flushed, he asked, “Don’t you know how gorgeous you are?”

She frowned. “I’m a mess—”

His kiss cut off her denial and he silenced her with enthusiasm. She responded instantly, their tongues engaged in sensual battle. He filled his palms with the soft weight of her breasts, caressing and teasing, dipping his fingers beneath the satiny fabric that bound them.

Deep in the cup of the bra, he brushed against something hard and smooth. He pulled back and looked at her. “What’s that?”

Alexa stilled and clasped her hand over the object. “A locket. It belonged to my sister.” She slid a finger into the bra and removed an oval pendant about an inch long, inscribed with a flowery letter D. “Gold attracts the wrong kind of attention, so I keep it hidden when I’m working for Hygiea.” She made a fist around the shiny pendant and then leaned forward to set it gently on the nightstand.

When she sat back up, he met her gaze. Did she still want to be here, or was the moment lost? “What other treasures do you have in there?” he asked, skimming his fingers across the top of the bra.

She gave him a sexy smile and arched her back, offering herself up to him. “There’s only one way to find out.”

Hell, yeah. An hour ago he wouldn’t have imagined he’d get to touch the lingerie again, let alone remove it from her. Now it was time to do just that. He reached behind her and released the clasp before sliding the straps down her arms. Then he dipped his head for a taste, cupping both breasts as he alternated his attention between them, unable to choose.

Alexa hooked her ankles around his hips, pulling him against her body with a lusty moan as she caressed his back. “Dan…”

The sound of his name on her lips whipped a shot of satisfaction through his blood. This was how he remembered her. Hot and passionate and willing. From full stop to full throttle in half a breath.

He was the same, already hard and aching to fill her. “Yeah, baby?” he whispered, rising up to kiss her mouth again. “What do you want?” He was pretty sure he knew and he stroked his palms down her sides in anticipation.

“Lower,” she murmured against his lips, caressing his buttocks and driving him wild.

Heat zinged through him at her request, and he grinned. “I thought you’d never ask.” He gave her one last, thorough kiss and started a path down her body, pressing her back onto the mattress.

How many times had he dreamed of being with her again, exactly like this? Too many to count.

She smelled like soap and the sea and Lys, and he took a deep breath as emotion swamped him. Jesus, he was in so far over his head with this woman. And he suddenly knew without a doubt that watching her walk away a second time was going to destroy him.

But he was half destroyed already, so he might as well enjoy the death spiral.

He rode a hard edge as he yanked her jeans and panties to the floor, spread her legs, and propped her feet on his shoulders. He gave her no quarter, no playing around, before he put his mouth where they both wanted it. And licked.

She gasped and jerked, raising her arms above her head to clutch the bedspread. Her hips undulated beneath him and he gripped her thighs, holding her down as he played, intoxicated by her familiar scent and taste.

He hummed against her skin and she sucked in a breath, her hands moving to grasp his head.

“Dan,” she pleaded.

“Mmm hmmm.” He released her hips, freeing his hands to roam up to her breasts. Then down her silky stomach. Then around her hips. Then along her inner thighs.

A yearning, pleading kind of moan escaped her lips on a long breath.

He’d been waiting for it. Concentrating his tongue on the magic spot that made her writhe, he slid his fingers into her hot core.

Her breath came harder and faster and she trembled from head to toe.

He kept his eyes open so he wouldn’t miss a minute of the show. A few more strokes and she arched off the bed and froze, no longer breathing. So close.

And then she broke, crashing back to the bed with a shuddering cry as he slowed his pace and eased her down with gentle caresses.

He’d never seen a more beautiful sight, and thank God she was still lost in her orgasm because he didn’t want her to see the tears in his eyes. Fucking tears. Christ.

Reaching with his foot, he snagged his duffle bag and pulled it toward him. He crouched down and placed a kiss on Alexa’s inner thigh, then found his toiletry kit and grabbed a condom. He hadn’t been expecting to use any on this trip, but he was always prepared.

He stood and set the small package on the bedspread and toed off his shoes with an urgency that made him clumsy.

Alexa sat up with a gleam in her eye, her face flushed and damp. “Need some help, airman?”

“I wouldn’t turn it down.” He smiled and kissed her, unable to resist.

She removed his belt and slid her warm fingers into his waistband to undo the button, brushing his erection. His heart jackhammered and he gripped the back of her neck, bringing her in for another kiss as she relieved him of his pants and skivvies, her soft hands caressing the length of him until he nearly lost his mind.

“Now, Lys,” he rasped, reaching for protection.

She got there first, ripping open the wrapper and tossing it aside before rolling on the condom with gentle fingers. He surged forward, placing one knee on the bed as she scooted toward the headboard and lay down.

She lifted her hips and he slid inside her, groaning at the feel of her soft, hot grip. He’d missed this so damn much. Missed her. Her scent, her soft skin, the little noises she made as he thrust deep.

Holding her tight, he rolled to his back. “Sit up,” he said, punctuating his words with a thorough kiss.

She obliged, straddling him, and he just lay there for a second, not moving, drinking in her beauty and this moment, connected in the most intimate way. Then he rose and swung his legs over the side of the bed, placing his feet on the platform.

Alexa threw her arms around his neck and wrapped her legs around his hips with a lusty smile. “I love this one.”

“I love any position where I’m inside you,” he said, his voice like gravel. He could live here, right here, for the rest of his life. He’d happily die here, intimately entwined with this fantastic woman.

Her lighthearted laughter—hell, everything about this moment—made his heart stammer. Bodies pressed close, he held her waist as he rolled his hips up, getting a deeper connection. She gasped and tightened her hold, kneading the muscles in his back as she gazed at him with those mesmerizing blue eyes.

He lost himself in her body as his own took charge and he drove into her over and over, never wanting to stop. He suckled at her breast, nipping and teasing until she cried out, her breath coming fast and hard as she crested her peak.

His own orgasm raced closer, like a freight train without brakes, slamming into him before he could slow it down. He tried to fight it, tried to hold onto the moment for a little longer, but he went flying over the edge, stars lighting behind his eyes as pleasure streaked along his limbs.

Wrapping Alexa in his arms, he hugged her close, reveling in the feel of her skin everywhere they touched.

Their mingled breaths slowed as they both cooled, but he wasn’t ready to let go. Didn’t ever want to let go.

Finally, Dan pulled away to look into her eyes. A jolt kicked his heart as their gazes locked. The truth gutted him, but he couldn’t deny it any longer.

Somehow he had to find a way to keep her this time.




Alexa was lost in Dan’s gaze, her body still humming from their lovemaking, still connected to him, still wrapped around him. Over time she’d convinced herself that the memories were better than the real thing.

Oh boy, had she been wrong.

She kissed him. “I don’t want to move.”

He grinned. “Not even like this?” He pumped his hips once.

Closing her eyes, she focused on the sensations running through her body instead of his intense gaze. Something in his eyes made her heart flip over and she couldn’t bear it.

He lifted her hips as he slid from her body, and then lay back, pulling her down next to him. She snuggled against his chest, already bereft at the loss of him inside her. But he held her tight, stroking her hair, her arm, her hip. He knew her so well. Knew how to turn her on, how to send her to the stars, and how to ease her down without abandoning her cold and naked to an empty bed.

He was honorable and caring, and everything she could ever want. And she didn’t know how to explain to him why that made her feel so guilty. Why she couldn’t let herself get serious about him or any other man, no matter how fabulous.

Not when Despina had never experienced this kind of incredible connection. The ecstasy of a man’s loving touch. The joy of being held in a strong, loving embrace. All because Alexa had been infatuated with a boy in her English class. My fault.

“Hey,” Dan said. He waited until she opened her eyes. “What just happened?”

Forcing a playful smile, she said, “We just had incredible sex. Did you miss it?”

He frowned at her intentional misunderstanding and tugged gently on her ponytail. “I miss it already.”

She swallowed hard and scooted to the edge of the bed until her feet found the platform. Dan rose to a seated position, the crease between his brows deepening as he watched her back away.

She leaned over and gave him a quick kiss on the lips. “I’m going to get cleaned up.” Another minute of his probing hazel-eyed gaze and she might do something foolish. “How long until your team arrives?” she asked, hoping to distract him.

He studied her for a several seconds, sending her pulse into overdrive before he sighed and covered his lap with the duvet, leaving his magnificent torso on display. After a quick glance at his watch, he said, “Less than an hour.”

“Okay.” She snagged her clothes from the floor, palmed her locket, and made a beeline to the head without looking back. Inside, she twisted her hair into a bun and turned on the shower, letting her tears mingle with the water as she soaped the scent of Dan and sex from her body.

For just a minute she pressed her palms to the slick wall and let herself imagine what it would be like to have him in her life permanently. To sleep with him every night and wake up next to him every morning. To share the joys and sorrows of each day with him. To love him freely without holding back. To start a family together…

Absolute heaven.

She pictured her sister as she’d found her during the assault, broken and crying in the basement of a stranger’s house while drunk teenagers partied in complete ignorance upstairs. All but the three responsible.

Alexa’s hands balled into fists. Imagining a life with Dan would only lead to heartbreak.

She washed her face, turned off the water, and toweled dry. Five minutes later she found him on deck, studying his maps again. “Is there anything we need to go over?” she asked.

He glanced up, his face blank. Gone was the passion, the desire—and maybe more—he’d shown her below decks. He rubbed the back of his neck and took a deep breath. “I’d like you to stay here when the guys and I return to St. Isidore.”

“Dan, no.”

“My original mission was to get you home safely,” he said, his voice hard. “Putting you within striking distance of SIR’s rebels again is the exact opposite of that.”

She understood, and she didn’t want to get in the way, but what if—God forbid—someone needed medical attention? What if Dan and his teammates decked out like soldiers scared the kids? “Your new mission is to rescue the children. That’s what I’m paying for.” She leaned forward and pleaded with her hands. “And I can help. There are eight of them and only three of you, right? Seems like you need all the hands you can get.”

“It’s too dangerous for you to be involved.” His face reddened in the glow from the helm light and his hand fisted at his side. “And I don’t want your goddamned money.”

“That’s not what you said earlier.”

“Yeah?” he asked, his voice rising with anger. “Well, that was before we fucked.”

Alexa inhaled sharply. Her body flushed, but her ire quickly cooled to sorrow. I’m so sorry. 

The sound of someone clearing his throat cut through the thick silence and she spun toward the dock. Two tall, solidly built men stood in a circle of lamplight wearing matching expressions of chagrin.

Heat rushed to her cheeks, but she held her chin high.

The light-skinned black man stepped onto the boat and gave them an exaggerated grin and a wave. “Hey, so, we’re here.” He was movie-star handsome with high cheekbones, a square jaw, and a strong chin. And he looked somehow familiar, though she was sure she’d never met him.

Dan regained his composure and moved from the deck onto the diving platform, then grabbed the man’s hand and did that back-slap-handshake thing guys did. “Jason. I should have known you’d be fashionably early.” Then he turned to the redhead, who jumped onboard, and he repeated the process before leading the two men up to the cockpit.

“Guys, Alexa.”

“Ma’am,” they said in unison.

Dan gestured to his teammates. “This is Jason Chin and Todd Brennan,” he said in a clipped voice as the men stepped forward in turn to shake her hand.

She suddenly felt very small and vulnerable, and very alone. Dan was freezing her out, rebuilding the emotional walls that had surrounded him when he first rescued her. His reaction was nothing less than she deserved, but it hurt anyway. And she’d find no refuge with his friends.

How could she have been so selfish? She had wanted comfort and sanctuary and one more night with him, but what had he wanted? More than she could give.

Still ruminating, she followed all three men to the helm, where Dan explained the situation and they reviewed maps of the compound where the children were being held, the airfield nearby, and the runway where they intended to land on the south side of the island. Apparently Jason knew the owner somehow and had secured his permission. Dan showed them egress routes and known guard positions, and fielded questions from the guys, his demeanor all business now.

Occasionally the other two men glanced her way, but she did her best to ignore their looks.

“Our chief concern is that they’ll move the kids before we get there,” Dan said.

Alexa crossed her arms, resting her right thumb against the locket tucked into her new bra. “Either to another camp, or just another building.”

All eyes turned her way, then Jason and Todd glanced at Dan for his reaction. “Yeah,” he said, running a hand through his hair. “I never said this was going to be easy. A lot of it depends on how many rebels we have to deal with and how cooperative the children are.”

Which was why they needed her there.

“How are we going to get them to our plane?” Jason asked.

“Most of them are under age four, so we’ll have to carry them.”

She shook her head. “Which is why you need me to go with you. There’s no way can you each carry a wiggling, crying baby or toddler and keep them safe at the same time.”

Todd blanched. “She’s right.”

Dan’s jaw jumped. “No way. She’s the fucking client.” He looked at her for the first time in almost thirty minutes and her heart took a dive. “I’m not letting you anywhere near those pricks again.”

The anxiety and pain in his eyes almost convinced her to back down, but she couldn’t let his concern for her safety endanger Flore and the others. “You need me. Those children know me. If I’m there, they’ll cooperate. Who knows what they’ll do if you show up without me, looking all scary in your commando clothes and face paint?”

“Alexa,” he warned, his voice low and dangerous.

Stiffening her spine and her resolve, she stood tall and held his angry gaze. Softly, she said, “If you can honestly tell me that my presence on this mission will do more harm than good, then I’ll stay here.”

He glared at her for several beats. Then he looked to Todd and Jason in turn. His hands balled into fists, the muscles in his forearms rippling in response. “Fuck.”

She held her breath.

He glanced through the windshield and took several slow, deep breaths. “Fine,” he said without facing her, his voice tight. “You win.”

Somehow it didn’t feel like a victory.




An hour later, Dan crouched at the edge of the jungle and ignored the itch of sweat trickling down the back of his neck as he surveyed the SIR camp.

Five guards—that he could see—were stationed around the perimeter, holding AR-15s, standing just outside the bright glow of the floodlights attached to the front of each villa.

Next to the Jeep Dan had disabled, a dented blue van stood with its cargo doors open as two men wrestled a third-row bench seat from the back. They set it next to a dilapidated boat shack, while a third man loaded the cargo space with blankets. Across the quad, a door opened and a man in a red shirt stepped out of the building carrying a sleeping infant.

Dan hustled back to the team on silent feet and met Alexa’s worried gaze. “It looks like they’re prepping to move the kids.”

A black bandana covered her bright hair, and like the rest of them, her face, neck, and hands were dark with shades of green, brown, and black greasepaint.

They’d hardly spoken in the last hour, but he was acutely aware of her. Every breath that fell from her lips, every step she set on the spongy soil, her scent. Her fear. She was a distraction. Which was exactly why Dan hadn’t wanted her to come along. That and the fact that she was putting herself in danger. Again.

He could hardly breathe at the thought.

Shit. Yeah, he was undeniably, head-over-fucking-pathetic-heels in love. Jesus, what the hell had he been thinking coming to St. Iz? Had he really believed he could see her again and not turn into an idiot?

No. He’d known. He should have told Kurt he couldn’t take the job, but that had never been an option. No matter the outcome, he couldn’t have walked away from this mission. From her.

She didn’t love him back, but it didn’t matter. Nothing mattered except keeping her—and those children—safe.

Dan wrenched his red-tinted flashlight from his pocket and shone it onto a rough map of the resort that he and Alexa had drawn up on the yacht while Todd and Jason were off “liberating” another kayak.

“There are at least five armed guards spread out across here.” He pointed out the locations of the men he’d spotted. “There’s a cargo van here. I think that’s how they plan to evacuate the kids.”

He laid out the rest of what he’d seen.

“Why don’t we let them take the kids?” Jason asked.

Alexa gasped, but Dan held up his hand and she clamped her mouth shut.

Jason squeezed her shoulder. “Not to let them get away, but to even the odds. We’re vastly outnumbered, and though I don’t doubt our ability to take these men down, it could get messy. We can’t afford that with you and the kids in close range.”

“Yeah,” Todd chimed in. “If someone sounds the alarm, there’s no telling what these guys will do to the little ones before we can get to them.”

Dan gave Todd his best shut-the-fuck-up look, but the man merely shrugged. Dan focused on Alexa. “What Jason’s suggesting is that we take the van after they’re out of the camp, so we only have a few guards to deal with instead of an unknown number with superior firepower.”

“Exactly.” Jason nodded. “Plus, with the kids already in the van, we can drive them straight to the airfield. No baby brigade necessary.”

“Why can’t we just drive them all the way to Sancoins, then?”

“Too risky,” Dan said. “We don’t know how long it will take the rebels to realize what we’ve done, but we want to have the kids far away from here by then.”

“Okay,” she said. “How do we do it?”

He didn’t like her use of “we” but they’d already been down that path, so he swallowed the curse on the tip of his tongue. “There’s only one road out, so we either need to block it or figure out another way to get them to stop.”

Jason crossed his arms. “If we block the road, then we have to unblock it to escape. And if we take out a tire, then we’re driving on a flat.”

Everyone stood silent for a second.

“They have no idea what happened to us, right?” Alexa asked. “No idea if we got away together. Only that the Jeep is gone.”

Dan nodded, even as dread put the screws on the muscles in his neck and shoulders.

“Use me as bait.”

“No.”

She huffed. “You guys will be there to back me up. All I have to do is stand in the road and act like we got separated somehow, or that you got hurt and I’m looking for help.”

He was shaking his head, but Jason and Todd were nodding.

“Correct me if I’m wrong,” she said, her voice like shards of ice, hands on her hips, “but you can’t just barricade the street and point rifles at them. The risk of getting into a firefight with the kids in the van is too high.”

“Right,” Todd said.

Dan skewered him with a look, but it went right over the man’s head.

“We can’t block the road or disable the van, and trying to rescue the kids at the compound is too dangerous.” She paused and looked at each of them in turn. “They’ll stop for me. I’m worth two million dollars to them.”

As if anyone could put a dollar amount on her value. She was sure as shit worth more than two million.

She held Dan’s gaze and pressed a dainty fist to her chest. “Let me do this.”

He put both hands on top of his head and looked up into the dark canopy. Fuck, fuck, fuck. What choice did they have? Alexa was right. She was here and she could be useful. He let out a long, slow breath and glanced at Jason. The man raised an eyebrow, reminding him of an earlier conversation where he had suggested Dan recuse himself from the mission because he was emotionally compromised.

He glared at Jason, aware that he was absolutely emotionally compromised.

“She’s right,” Jason said, his voice grim. “But whatever we do, we need to bust ass if we’re going to get in place before they move out.”

Dan growled and resisted the urge to kick something. He hadn’t asked for the man’s opinion, but he knew better than to ignore it. “Fine,” he managed through gritted teeth. “Let’s go.”




















CHAPTER ELEVEN




ALEXA MADE LIKE A ROCK under a canopy of banana palms while Dan removed the makeup from her face with wipes he’d pulled from his backpack. She wanted to drop a witty quip on him to ease some of the tension, but his touch was so soft, so tender that she could hardly force air into her lungs, let alone conjure a clever line.

Yet for all that he was gentle, his face was unreadable beneath the dark paint, the hard angles of his cheekbones and jaw blunted by the lack of reflected light.

He stuffed the used cloth into his pocket and held out the pack to her. “Here. Get your neck and hands.”

They were about a quarter of a mile down the road from the Bent Palms, hiding in the dense growth along the road. Todd and Jason were already in place, Todd closer to the resort so he could warn them when the van was coming, and Jason up ahead.

Without using guns, their team was going to have to disarm the guards as quickly as possible. The rebels might expect Dan to be hiding close by, but Jason and Todd were the ace in the hole.

When she was done cleaning off the greasy makeup, Dan gestured for the wipe. “You missed a spot.” He took a long, leisurely swipe beneath her ear, sending shivers along her spine before he stopped near her collarbone.

For a long moment he stared at his hand hovering over her skin. His gaze met hers in the dim light, but quickly bounced away. Then he stood back to inspect her, clearing his throat. “Okay. Take off the bandana.”

With shaky hands, she removed the wrap from her hair and handed it to him. “I’m too clean. It rained on us, and we were covered in mud before.” Her lips tingled at the memory of kissing him under the palms. She was itching for a repeat, but even if they had time to indulge, it wouldn’t be fair to Dan. She had pushed him away after their lovemaking.

“They don’t know about the mud,” he said, turning away to stuff the wipes and scarf into his backpack. “But you are overdressed.”

Some part of her balked at stripping for the rebels, but then she thought of Flore and Carter and the other children. Her shirt wasn’t white, and it didn’t reach her knees, but it would have to do. She quickly shucked her pants and handed them to Dan to stow.

While she was glad he had agreed to her plan, she also felt sick at the thought of facing the SIR soldiers again. So many things could go wrong.

She pressed a hand to her stomach and took a deep breath.

Dan faced her took hold of her shoulders. “You don’t have to do this.”

Steeling her spine, she held his fierce gaze in the dim moonlight that filtered through the broad leaves. “Yes. I do.”

“We can find another way.”

She shook her head. “If I were one of the guys—”

“But you’re not one of the guys.” His hold tightened. “Goddammit.” Striking fast, he closed the gap between them and kissed her hard. He was not gentle or loving or hungry. This was an angry kiss. A fearful kiss. A desperate kiss.

A kiss she felt down to her toes.

Just as she found her bearings and started to kiss him back, he pushed her away. “Keep your head down. Be smart. You’re no good to Flore if you’re…if anything happens to you.”

Still struck dumb from his bruising kiss and the dark look in his eyes, she just stared as he faded into the jungle.

Turning, Alexa wiped her lips as she moved on shaky legs to the center of the muddy, rutted road. She’d never felt more alone. Rationally, she knew that the guys were out there watching her, ready to jump in and protect her. But fear still weighed down her limbs and made her breaths hard-won in the damp air.

She scooped some mud from a puddle and smeared it on her shirt, arms, and legs. Her hair was probably plastered to her head from the bandana, and sweat had soaked her top, so it wasn’t like she looked fresh from a shower, but still… Every second she could delay the rebels from becoming suspicious gave Dan and his team precious time to disarm them.

God, was she delusional to think she could pull this off? What if—

From down the road, three sharp bird whistles cut through the din of chirping bugs and frogs. No time to second-guess her choices.

The van was on its way.

The grumble of a sick engine preceded the beater as it rounded the bend, its headlights cutting across the leaves, blinding after so much darkness. Alexa bent at the waist and wrapped her arms around her middle.

As soon as the lights touched her, she shielded her eyes and froze. Then she staggered toward the side of the road.

Through the van’s open windows, a man shouted. “It’s her!”

She stumbled in the soft earth as the large vehicle skidded to a stop with a squish and a door opened, a high-pitched dinging sound warning that the keys were still in the ignition.

Thwack, thwack. Footsteps approached from behind. “Oy, stop!”

Alexa pushed to her feet and tried to scramble out of reach. She didn’t even have to pretend that her trembling limbs were nearly useless. Her heart pounded so hard she pulsed like a pool of water under a dripping faucet.

A rough hand gripped her shoulder and spun her around, bringing her face to face with George, one of the guards who’d taken her to see the children earlier. “Where’s your man?” he asked, his rushed, angry words tinged with fear.

She kept her mouth shut and her eyes fixed on the gun George had pointed at her chest. Behind him, Dan was sneaking up along the passenger side of the van.

The door burst open and the other rebel dropped to his feet, his rifle trained on Dan. “Down! Down!”

No! Oh, God. This wasn’t supposed to happen. Where were Todd and Jason?

George spun her toward him and snagged her around the throat, now holding the gun to her temple. “No funny business, or I shoot her, Army Man.”

Dan dropped to his knees and clasped his hands behind his head, eyes down.

Her stomach roiled. No, no, no. If anything happened to him…

A soft thud came from behind, and George bumped against her with a strangled exhalation. Then he released her and crumpled. She yelped in surprise, jumping to the side.

When she looked up, the other rebel was face down in the mud with a knife in his back. She finally realized that her captor, now at her feet, had suffered the same fate. Her first instinct was to kneel down and help him. But Jason materialized from the dark jungle, yanked the blade from George’s back, and wiped it on the man’s shirt.

He slipped the knife into a holster on his hip, shoved the dead man’s gun into the back of his pants, and braced Alexa’s arms. “Are you okay?”

She nodded and locked her knees so she wouldn’t collapse. Now was not the time to lose it. She was okay. Dan was okay.

Her glance strayed to George. She’d seen dead people before—too many—but this was different. For the first time in her life, she was glad. Bile rose in her throat.

“Stay here,” Jason said, his voice gentle but firm, like a nanny to a beloved but errant child. “Once we clear the van, you can check on the kids.”

She envied his calm, his cool confidence as he and Todd approached the back of the van while Dan covered the front with a rifle.

The three of them were so different, and yet the same. If she hadn’t known better, she’d think nothing fazed them. But Dan had once assured her that he got scared just like anyone else. The difference was that he acknowledged the fear and kept going in spite of it. Those who couldn’t didn’t make it through PJ training. “Fear is good,” he’d said. “If I’m not afraid, I’m not alert, and I’ll make a mistake. The secret is not to let it overwhelm you.”

“How do you do that?” she’d asked.

“Practice.” He’d winked and kissed her then.

But now things were deadly serious.

The irritating chime from the vehicle’s console was the only sound as Todd cut a zip tie that locked the back doors together. He yanked open one of the doors, and Jason rushed forward, pointing a gun and a flashlight into the dark space.

A child started crying as he entered the cargo area and Alexa cringed. The poor kids had been through so much. Most of them were young enough that they’d likely forget their ordeal, but somewhere deep it had to leave a mark on their psyches.

“Clear!” Jason called from inside.

Dan slung the rifle over his shoulder and jogged over to her. “Are you all right?” He smoothed his hands over her shoulders.

“Yes.” Her voice came out high-pitched and rusty, like an old hinge on a long-forgotten gate. She cleared her throat. “Can I see them now?”

He nodded and released her. “Climb in back and we’ll get moving.”

She rushed to the rear of the van. Jason had set his flashlight on the floor, beam up, spreading a faint glow over the bare metal box with dirty wool blankets covering the floor. He stood by the rear door, watching the jungle, holding one of the rebel’s rifles to his chest. “They’re a little shaken up,” he said, his voice soft like velvet, “but otherwise okay, I think.”

Alexa stepped forward and peered into the dim space. Relief flooded through her as she surveyed the children. “M’lyssa!” Carter jumped up and raced to her, leaping into her arms.

She hugged his trembling body tight as the little boy told his story in a jumble of words that flowed over her like a cool stream on a hot summer day. Reluctant to give up the comfort of his embrace, she hefted him on one arm and climbed into the cargo hold on her knees.

Flore sat cross-legged in the far corner, all three of the infants crowded onto her lap. The toddlers—Laurette, Noeme, and Phillip—huddled around her. Thank God she was okay. They all were.

Still dehydrated and malnourished, but alive.

“Miss Alyssa!” A huge smile crossed Flore’s face. “You found us.” Then her eager expression crumpled and she erupted in tears.

“Oh, sweetie.” Alexa shuffled forward and set Carter down with a quick squeeze. She leaned over the babies in Flore’s lap and wrapped her arms around the girl’s narrow shoulders.

“I was so scared,” Flore cried, her body shaking with her sobs. “I didn’t want to lose you too.”

Alexa’s heart cracked. How much tragedy could one girl take? She kissed Flore’s forehead and smoothed her messy braids. “I know, baby. You’ve been through so much. Too much.” Leaning back, she held the girl’s cheeks. “My friends and I will do everything in our power to keep you safe. Okay?”

Flore nodded and sniffed, her tears slowing. She straightened and swiped at her wet face.

Sitting up, Alexa gave the girl some room to regain her composure, turning her attention to the toddlers who stood next to her angling for hugs. She obliged them all. It was too soon to celebrate success, but the heavy weight that had been pressing on her chest for days slowly lifted as if attached to a helium balloon.

“You were all very brave. We’re going to take you somewhere safe now.”

Dan clambered inside the van and set his bag on the floor, nestling the butt of Jason’s flashlight under an elastic strap. He adjusted the bundle so it pointed upward, then he closed the doors behind him.

Laurette gasped.

“It’s okay,” Alexa said quickly. “This is my friend. He and the men up front helped me save you.”

Carter eyed the newcomer openly while Noeme peeked at him from behind Alexa’s shoulder.

He waved at the kids and tossed Alexa the pants she’d removed earlier. She released the toddlers and quickly donned her jeans as the van coughed to life. The clunker lurched forward before settling into a low rumble as they bounced down the road toward the airstrip.

Noeme sucked her thumb and held onto Alexa’s sleeve with her other hand, her wide brown eyes never leaving Dan’s face.

“He’s a good man,” Alexa said. “He’ll take care of us.” And he would, she had no doubt. He took care of everyone. Protected everyone. Even her.

Carter ambled over to the object of her thoughts—nearly all of her thoughts that weren’t of Flore and the other children—and put his little hands on Dan’s painted, stubbled cheeks. “W’as’r name?”

“Dan.”

The boy climbed into his lap and rested his head against the solid, reassuring chest of the man Alexa couldn’t have. Not for long. How pathetic was it that she was jealous of a three-year-old?

Dan glanced at her, his expression unreadable, and put his hand tentatively on the child’s back.

Regret hit her then, square in the chest like a battering ram. She had buried her love for this man so deep, pushing it away, walling it up, and locking it in a box, but it burst forth now like water from a broken dam. Unstoppable.

A pain unlike anything she’d ever experienced.

She couldn’t be with Dan. And she would never feel whole without him.




Dan could see Alexa’s love for Flore—for all of the children—in every gentle stroke to the girl’s back, and hear it in every soothing word she uttered from her beautiful lips. She was incredible.

How the hell could he go back to a life without her?

The van lurched to a halt, a welcome distraction from his depressing thoughts.

“I didn’t see anyone. No lights,” Jason called back. “No birds on the field.”

Dan glanced at his watch. Their pilot was still about ten minutes out. A lifetime if the rebels arrived. “Todd and I will light things up.”

“Copy that.”

“Carter?” Dan shifted to his knees and lifted the boy to a standing position. “Can you sit here with Miss…Alyssa for me?”

The boy pouted, but plopped down next to her and hooked his chubby little arm around her wrist.

“Thanks, bud.”

Flore sat on Alexa’s other side, her delicate fingers wrapped around Alexa’s forearm, so the woman was tied down by children.

At that moment, Dan wanted nothing more than to kiss Alexa. Once more. His time with her was coming to an end, and he couldn’t help but feel that she was slipping from his grasp a little more each minute.

But he couldn’t give her a soul-baring kiss surrounded by all of these kids. Not to mention Jason and Todd. So he simply cupped the nape of her neck and caressed her soft skin until she turned those heart-stopping baby blues his way.

His chest pinched. “Be safe.”

She frowned, but he released her before she could respond. He hooked a small headset on his ear and gathered his backpack. Then he spoke to the kids. “Move close to Miss Alyssa. We’re going to hide out in the dark, okay?”

The toddlers scrambled to huddle around her, their eyes wide, but trusting. Their capacity to believe in him even after all they’d been through humbled him. He hoped he deserved it. “Here we go.” He doused the flashlight.

The kids were silent.

“All clear,” Todd’s voice came through the earpiece.

Dan opened the rear door, scanning the shadows for threats before he stepped onto the muddy earth and gently clicked the door shut behind him. The van hid among the unkempt plants that abutted the runway, and he crouched low and met up with Todd and Jason, taking concealment behind a thicket of low palms while their eyes adjusted to the faint light from the moon and stars.

“No movement,” Todd said.

Dan nodded and crept toward the airfield until he could see it from end to end. The makeshift landing strip had been carved out of a plantation that now appeared abandoned. Native jungle plants had begun to infiltrate the papaya and bananas that surrounded a long swath of low-cut grass. There was no hut or porta-john for the pilots, but somebody obviously maintained the runway.

“I’ll take the other side,” Dan said, scanning the dark space for lights or movement. “That end.”

“Roger.” Todd patted his ruck and hitched his chin at Jason, who was staying behind to keep watch over the kids and Alexa, and provide warning if anyone approached the airfield from the road.

Dan took a deep breath and ran flat-out across the clearing until he reached the far corner of the field. He slipped a flare from his bag and removed the cap. Holding it out from his body, he stood with the wind to his back and struck the coarse surface of the cap against the flare’s ignition end. The pyrotechnic hissed to life as molten metal sprayed from its tip in a dazzling display.

He averted his eyes, but bright spots were already burned onto his retina. So much for his night vision.

Moving quickly, he stuck the butt end of the signal into the moist soil and ran forward a hundred feet before placing another. The light show would only last ten to fifteen minutes, so they had to move fast. By the time he reached the other end of the runway, he was breathing hard, but he could hear the faint buzz of a plane engine in the distance.

“She’s coming in,” he said into his mic.

“Copy that. We’re ready,” Jason said.

Dan hoofed it across the width of the field and met up with the other men near the van. The flight line was now marked end to end with bright red flares. It wasn’t perfect, but it was the best they could do.

Rifles at the ready, he and Todd kept lookout while Jason climbed into the van and started the cranky engine. The old motor choked and coughed before establishing an uneven grumble that initially drowned out the approaching plane.

Finally, tiny red and green wing lights appeared on the horizon. When the plane got close, a bright landing light cut across the dark landscape like a lighthouse beacon. The small aircraft took a quick dive and then pulled up short, touching down softly on the wet grass and coasting to a stop just past the road, dousing the spotlight on her nose.

“Damn,” Todd said in awe.

“No shit.” Dan waved at his teammate to cover him, and then ran toward the plane. Even at idle, the engines were a far cry from quiet. His nerves ratcheted up a notch. They needed to load the kids and get the hell out of here.

As he approached the passenger side of the cockpit, a woman peeked through the side window, barely visible in the red light off the wing and the white taillight. “Stop there.” Her voice was strong and clear.

He halted in his tracks and let his rifle hang loose against his chest, putting his hands out, palms up. “Dan Molina. I work for Steele,” he shouted.

A flashlight bathed his face and ruined any night vision he’d managed to recover.

“Jesus,” he said, blinking against the glare. “Turn that fucking thing off.”

The light shuttered. “Everything ready?” Apparently she hadn’t taken offense. She also didn’t apologize. 

Whatever. They weren’t here to exchange pleasantries. “Yeah. We’ll drive over and load from the van.”

Dan signaled Jason.

“On our way.”

Reverse lights punctured the dark and then the van lumbered toward them with its headlights off, a blot of darkness against the swaying play of light and shadows of the overgrown plantation. Jason circled the nose of the plane and stopped next to the aircraft’s side door. Dan followed.

The pilot stepped down from the back door, shoving what he suspected was a gun into the back of her dark cargo pants. As she approached, her features crystallized in the misty moonlight. She was beautiful enough to be walking runways in Paris instead of landing cargo planes on runways in this hellhole. Apparently she was as crazy as the rest of them.

The woman came forward with her hand out. “Caitlyn Brevard.” Her brisk voice was all business, her handshake firm.

Dan made hasty introductions as Jason and Alexa emerged from the van.

Caitlyn actually smiled at Alexa and gave a little nod of sisterhood or whatever. “Let’s get everyone loaded. I’d like to be wheels up in five.”

Todd was rooted to the ground, staring at the pilot with his mouth slightly agape. Dan would have laughed if they weren’t in the middle of SIR territory with a bunch of children they’d liberated from the black market, and two dead rebels in their wake.

He thumped his teammate on the back. “Get moving, lover boy.”




Once Alexa and the others got the children loaded into the plane’s cargo hold—which looked and felt much like the van, but cleaner—things moved quickly.

Jason conferred with the pilot, then settled into one of the second-row passenger seats. Todd had finagled his way into the copilot position and seemed unable to take his eyes off the pretty pilot. She politely ignored him as she got the plane into the air.

Alexa and Dan huddled in the back with the kids. Her eyes drooped with fatigue, but as tired as she was, rest wouldn’t come until the children were safe. She let the drone of the plane’s engines lull her as the little ones snuggled against her side. Damn Frederick and his men for treating them like commodities, and damn him for making St. Isidore too dangerous for Alexa to stay.

If only there were some way for her to stop him for good. She might be able to save these kids, but he would take more. As long as the country suffered from poverty and government instability, there would be children at risk, whether from Frederick or someone else.

She stroked Carter’s hair and sighed. For now, saving these eight would have to be enough.

The little plane dipped and began a sharp descent that made her stomach turn. Within minutes, they were drifting to a stop in the smoothest landing she’d ever experienced. Clearly, Caitlyn Brevard was a pro.

The woman shut down the engines and removed her headset, then stood and worked her way down the aisle to the door.

Two of the infants started crying weakly and Alexa bent over them, attempting to soothe.

Caitlyn hopped out and opened the side cargo door. “I have diapers and formula, plus some snacks.” She hefted a box. “I’ll take the guys up to check the house and then help you with the kids.”

“Thank you.” Alexa slid off the edge of the plane onto a tarmac surface and then lifted both babies, bouncing and making shushing sounds as she cradled them in her arms. She hadn’t expected the runway to be so nice. According to Jason’s pre-mission briefing, the American actor who owned it had spared no expense for his private airfield. Not only was it paved, it had landing lights that had somehow been turned on. Apparently, Brandon Marlowe was a Hollywood superstar, but she was so far out of the loop when it came to pop culture that she’d never heard of him. 

Beyond the runway and a line of palm trees, a two-story house—large for the island, but tame by American standards—loomed out of the dark, its whitewashed stucco lit like a national monument. A six-foot wall encircled the property, accessible through an ornate iron gate, and enough plantation land surrounded the main house to ensure they wouldn’t be seen by nosy neighbors.

Caitlyn took Dan and Jason, who both shouldered their backpacks, down a path outlined by landscape lights, through the gate, and up a gravel walkway. Once they disappeared into the house, the interior lights blinked on one by one, lower level, then upper level, until the windows glowed with warmth.

Dan returned through the gate and approached Alexa. “All clear.”

Jason and Caitlyn were right behind him. Todd joined them all, weighed down by gear, and peered into the cargo hold. “Who needs a ride?”

Carter jumped up. “Me do!”

God, where did he get that energy after everything he’d been through? The poor kid was going to crash once they got a little food and water into his belly.

Todd held out his arms and the little boy practically leaped into them, forcing the man to take a step back. He chuckled and gave Caitlyn a self-conscious glance. “Where to?”

Jason stepped forward. “We’re putting the babies in the living room and the older kids in the kitchen until we have them all fed and cleaned up. Then we’ll move them upstairs. The house isn’t really baby-proofed, so we’ll have to keep a close eye on the kids. I promised Brandon he’d never know we were here.”

Todd raised his eyebrows. “How well do you know him?”

“Not well.” Jason shrugged. “He’s a friend of an old modeling buddy. But when I told him what we were doing, he agreed to help.”

The redhead scowled and sent a yearning look toward Caitlyn before turning away. Poor guy. It would be hard to compete with a former model.

And that’s when Jason’s face clicked in Alexa’s mind. He had graced a billboard near her apartment during her entire junior year of college. He must have been modeling underwear, given his distinct lack of clothing in the picture she remembered. She and her friends hadn’t paid much attention to the label. They’d been too distracted by…other things.

She caught Dan’s frown as he watched her cheeks heat. Silly man. He was just as beautiful as Jason.

“With Frederick’s rebels making trouble,” Jason continued, “he doesn’t feel like it’s safe here. But he can’t sell the place. Nobody’s buying.”

The rebels had been more of a ragtag band of guerrillas when she and Dan had been on the island three years ago. Stagnating recovery, high unemployment, and government corruption had made it easy for SIR to expand since then.

Alexa forced her thoughts away from underwear models and rebel armies and stepped to the side with the now-sleeping infants. “Flore, can you help Laurette?”

Both girls were subdued as they let Dan lift them from the plane. Flore held Laurette’s hand and they waited in silence, their sweet faces drawn.

Dan and Caitlyn reached for the two remaining girls, and Jason lifted a sleeping boy named Phillip into his arms, clearing the plane. He led the way up the walk to the house. The back door—protected by a keypad—stood ajar and he gently pushed it open.

An overhead fluorescent light revealed a turquoise mudroom with black rubber flooring, stacked with surfboards, boogie boards, a shorty wetsuit, flippers, and snorkel gear.

The doorway opened to a central hall that led straight to the front door, with wide flanking arches that provided access to various rooms.

Cream-colored tile floors amplified the noise as they all shuffled into the elegantly decorated space with native woodcarvings set into alcoves that had been painted terra cotta to contrast with the sky blue walls. Despite its lack of occupancy, the place was spotless. The actor was at least contributing to the local economy by hiring a housekeeper.

Jason led them into a white-and-blue-themed living room where the overstuffed leather couch, love seat, and settee were all angled to take in the ocean view that was probably visible through the floor-to-ceiling window during the day.

By unspoken agreement, Dan and Alexa cleaned up the infants while the others helped the older kids wash their hands and get snacks in the kitchen.

“Do they teach that in PJ school?” she asked, watching him change Jazzie’s diaper with the speed and expertise of an experienced father. “Or are you just a natural?”

He winked. “I’m a man of many talents.”

Her insides fizzed. Didn’t she know it?

“Actually,” he said, slipping a clean onesie over the writhing baby’s head with ease, “before my sister died, my mom had a home-based day care. I used to help out after school.” He slid her a look. “Sold me on birth control.”

She laughed even as her heart did a little flip. “I was a disaster at diapers when I started my pediatric clinicals, but I learned fast.”

Flore padded into the room and sidled up to her. 

“Feeling better?” Alexa asked.

The girl nodded and her face lit. “Jason makes good sandwiches.”

“Is no female immune?” Dan asked with mock disgust.

Alexa rolled her eyes and addressed Flore. “Do you need anything else before bed?”

She bit her lip. “Actually, can I help? I love the babies.”

Alexa smiled. Flore had enjoyed hanging out in the clinic too, playing nurse. First with her mother, and later with Alexa or Garfield. “Of course.” She asked Flore to help Todd by ferrying bottles of formula to the living room and then got her situated to feed nine-month-old Esther. Flore cradled the baby with a wan smile on her face, stroking the infant’s hair and cheeks and talking softly to her.

The sight made Alexa’s chest hurt. Please don’t let me fail her or the others.

Caitlyn popped her head in to bid them goodbye, her face betraying her relief as she escaped. Was it all the children, or the brooding looks Todd sent her way? Alexa had barely spoken to the woman, but her absence left a void in the male-dominated house. The high-pitched whine of the small plane’s motors penetrated the walls as the engines wound up for takeoff before fading into the distance.

When all of the kids were taken care of, the adults took them upstairs and settled them on the beds. Then Alexa and the men took turns showering. She borrowed a fresh black T-shirt from the seemingly endless supply Dan had in his bag and twisted her damp hair into a knot on top of her head. Being clean was heaven, but now there was nothing keeping her from the enticingly pristine sheets of the bed except duty.

Dan and Alexa had Flore, Laurette, two-year-old Noeme, Esther, and the tiny baby, Jazzie, in the master bedroom that fronted the house. Todd and Jason were taking turns watching the three boys in a guest room and keeping watch.

Alexa ached to crawl under the covers of the heavy wooden California King—preferably with Dan—but she stifled a yawn and rolled the bedding to make barriers so the babies wouldn’t turn over and fall out of bed. She placed the infants widthwise in the center between the makeshift bumpers, flanked by Noeme and Laurette, with Flore at the head.

Within minutes, the children were asleep, their tiny breaths filling the air. Dan flicked off the overhead light, leaving only a glow from behind the master bathroom’s half-closed door. Her gaze locked with his across the bed and her chest fluttered.

Slowly, he approached around the foot of the four-poster and held out his hand. Shivering, she took it and followed him to a wide chaise lounge in front of a bay window adorned with turquoise dupioni silk drapes. He didn’t say a word, just lay down on his side and waved her toward the makeshift bed.




















CHAPTER TWELVE




ALEXA WOKE TO A WARM, gentle kiss at the base of her neck. Goosebumps spread across her skin, and her body flared to life.

A baby’s cry brought her response to a crashing halt.

“Esther’s up,” Dan said in her ear with a soft laugh.

For a normal woman, this could be a preview of her future. Instead it was a cruel reminder of the choices she’d made.

A horrible keening built inside her, pressing on her chest like an ever-expanding balloon as the reality of all the precious moments she would never have with this man hit her in a rush.

She opened her eyes. Watery yellow light entered the room around the edges of thick roller shades that covered the windows. She slid from the chaise lounge, still fully dressed, ignoring her protesting muscles and Dan’s hot gaze.

With a quick rub to her face, she yawned, stretched, and reached for Esther. Dan rose behind her and padded across the thick carpet to comfort Jazzie, who had awoken and was now gearing up for a full cry. Flore opened her eyes, but the smaller girls slept through the commotion.

Five minutes later, after changing both diapers and enlisting Flore’s help to watch over the others, they retreated downstairs to heat formula.

Alexa collapsed onto the living room couch and let her eyes fall shut while the baby in her arms sucked hungrily from a bottle.

The cushion dipped and she opened her eyes. Dan sat next to her with Jazzie tucked close to his chest, holding a bottle to her tiny mouth. “She’s a greedy little thing,” he said softly, as the baby ate with gusto.

He had raised the shade to display a breathtaking view of Lucien’s Bay, sparkling in the morning sun that rose from behind the house. But she could only stare at him, her heart doing a little flip at the picture he made as he gazed down at the squirming infant. You’ll be an incredible dad.

To someone else’s children. The thought slapped her across the face.

God, she was so many kinds of fool. For getting involved with him. For falling in love with him.

“I lied about something.” He looked over at her with those beautiful hazel eyes, his dark hair sticking up in all directions. “I was thinking marriage and babies three years ago.” He shifted Jazzie in his arms. “I did want forever, and I thought you might feel the same way if we had more time together.”

Her throat tightened and she swallowed hard. Part of her wanted to run away from his words; the other part of her wanted to hear more. He probably expected her to say something, but she didn’t know how to respond. She’d wanted all of those things too, which was precisely why she’d let him go.

He looked at the sweet girl in his arms and stuck out his pinky finger so her tiny, flailing fist could latch on. “I love you, Lys.” His low voice touched her like a caress on her soul. “I never stopped.”

“No.” The word came out on a choked breath. “Please, don’t.”

He gave her a sad smile. “Baby, that’s like asking gravity not to pull me down when I jump from a plane.” 

The growing daylight illuminated his handsome face through the front window, and love shone clearly, from his high cheekbones to his proud nose to his strong chin.

His love buoyed her even as it weighed her down. A joy she didn’t want to live without. A burden she didn’t know how to bear. She wanted to jump up and shout at him to take it back. To take all of his love and hope and go home.

There were no happy endings in her life.

“Dan…” Her despair saturated the word like red wine on a silk shirt.

He stood and held her captive with his gaze. “I don’t expect to change your mind. I can’t make you love me. I just needed to put that out there before you made a decision.”

Her chest turned hollow. I do love you. “It’s not that simple,” she said. “If it were just about love…”

Something flickered in his eyes, and she shook her head as he approached. “It’s my fault Despina’s dead,” she blurted, clapping her mouth shut as soon as the words escaped.

His eyebrows dropped and he frowned, taking the seat next to her again. “Tell me.” His voice was soft and supportive and commanding.

Something broke loose inside her and for the first time, she wanted to tell someone. He deserved to know why they couldn’t be together. To finally understand why she kept pushing him away.

Keeping her eyes on the undulating ocean at the bottom of the cliff outside, she took a deep breath and hugged Esther—who had stopped feeding and fallen asleep—close to her breast. “We were fifteen. Fraternal twins, but still inseparable. Our mom had died in childbirth and my dad let the nanny raise us and Thad, while he built Palaimon into the empire it is today. We had our own language, and an almost psychic connection. No one’s opinion mattered as much as Des’.”

She cleared her throat. “Neither of us was very popular in school. Too shy, too bookish, too desperate for our dad’s approval to party with the other rich kids, especially after Thad left for college when we were ten. But then I developed a crush on this boy I tutored for chemistry. Tyler. He was a junior who drove a Beemer and played varsity basketball. I pretty much obsessed over him the way teenage girls do, and I couldn’t believe it when he invited me and my sister to a party.”  

Dan didn’t make a sound. She could almost forget he was there. And maybe because of that, she could keep going.

“Des didn’t want to go, but I was desperate for it. I’d never kissed a boy and I thought this might be my chance. My relationship with our dad couldn’t get any worse. What did I have to lose?” If she’d only known. Alexa looked down at Esther’s sweet face. This little girl, Flore, Carter, all of the children, had faced far more tragedy than Alexa.

“My sister finally relented and everything went great at first. We snuck out and Tyler picked us up down the street. Everyone at the party accepted us as if we were regulars. We drank cheap beer and pretended it wasn’t disgusting, and Des was smiling and having fun.” Her throat tightened. “At some point I let Tyler steal me away to an empty room. I got my first kiss and then some, but he wanted more than I was ready for. When I told him no, he got angry and stalked out.”

Dan reached over and grasped her free hand in his own, giving her a reassuring squeeze.

“Feeling sorry for myself, I rejoined the party, but I couldn’t find Des anywhere.” She hardly recognized her own voice, rancid with self-loathing. “No one had seen her. Half of them didn’t even know who I was talking about when I asked. I finally found her in the basement game room.”

A sob broke loose and Alexa gave up trying to hold back her tears. The familiar sense of guilt lodged deep in her gut, running her through like a sword. “Two boys held her down, one of them covering her mouth with his hand, while the third one lay on top of her…” Alexa couldn’t finish. She wanted to curl up and die. She hadn’t let herself relive that night in so long. Could hardly bear how the memories carved her up inside. But then what was her pain compared to what her sister had gone through? Nothing. I’m so sorry, Des.

“Oh, God, baby.” Dan released her hand and laid his arm over her shoulder, moving until his hip touched hers. His fingers stroked her hair. “Shhh. You don’t need to tell me more. It’s okay.”

“It’s not okay.” She shook loose and stood to face him, her breath coming hard and fast. How could he comfort her after what she’d done? “Don’t you see? It’s my fault. I convinced her to go to the party and then abandoned her. After the rape, she wouldn’t let me tell anyone, wouldn’t talk about it. Those boys got away with it. She never recovered. She killed herself two weeks later. And it’s because of me. Because I wanted to kiss some stupid boy who saw me as nothing more than a conquest.” Her voice dropped to nearly a whisper as she repeated, “It’s my fault.”

He stared at her for several seconds, his eyes dark, his face unreadable. “No, it’s not.”

“How can you say that?” She wanted to scream at him, but was just aware enough to remember the baby in her arms and the people in the other rooms.

“You were fifteen. Girls sneak off to parties to make out with boys all the time.” He made an impatient noise. “If it’s your fault, then your sister is as much to blame as you. And the only people who deserve your hatred are the assholes who hurt her.”

“But I’m the one—”

“Lys,” he said, hard and angry and loud. “You did nothing wrong.”

“But…” No one had ever said that to her before. No one else even knew what happened besides her and Des and the three boys who had run away at Alexa’s arrival. Tyler had given her and Des a ride home, but thought Alexa wanted to leave because he’d pushed her too far.

“I might not have been able to stop the rape, but I should have been able to stop her suicide. I should have seen it coming.”

“Why?” Dan asked. “Were you trained to recognize the signs? Had she tried to kill herself before?”

“No, but—”

“No matter how well we know someone, we never really know what’s going on in their head. You need to give yourself a break, Alexa. None of what happened is your fault.”

He was wrong. He had to be.

Esther started crying, and Dan stood, taking the little girl from Alexa’s arms and cradling her against his big shoulder with his free hand. “You know, when my sister died, I thought I was to blame too.”

Her eyes met his haunted gaze. “I thought she had leukemia. How could you have anything to do with that?”

He laughed bitterly. “You can always find a way to feel guilty. A few days before we found out she was sick, I told her I wished I didn’t have a sister. She was always pestering me to play with her, coming into my room when I wanted to be alone, bothering me when I had friends over. I just snapped. She started crying and I immediately felt bad and apologized, but then she got cancer and it was like someone had taken my wish seriously. I prayed to whatever God might listen, desperately explaining that I didn’t mean it, that I had been angry.” His brows came together. “But she still died.

“My parents blamed themselves, wondering if they had missed early signs, or fed her the wrong foods, or exposed her to some chemical without knowing it. It ate away at them, destroyed their marriage. My dad took off, and my mom found her comfort with Jim Beam.” He cast his eyes down. “I thought their divorce was my fault too. After all, I killed my sister. I ruined their relationship. I wasn’t enough to keep them together.”

Alexa ached for that misguided little boy. “Dan…”

“Thank God for my grandmother,” he said, his voice transformed by love. “She took in an angry, hurt twelve-year-old and made him whole again. I never would have survived without her.”

“She sounds amazing.” Alexa loved her already. For saving Dan, and helping him become the incredible man he was now. “But Despina’s death was different.” Her voice had gone soft. “I really did set everything in motion.”

He shook his head and sighed. “I finally get it.” He jerked his chin in her direction. “It’s your penance, right? But how many people do you have to save before it’s enough, Lys? Will it ever be enough?”

“How could it be?” No matter how many she helped, her sister wasn’t coming back.

“Exactly. And you’re not the only one paying the price.”

“I know.” She cringed. “I’m sorry. I never meant to hurt you.”

His face darkened and his lips went flat. “Don’t apologize to me. Just do something about it. You owe it to yourself—and to that little girl you plan to adopt—to find a way past the guilt. If you can’t, you’re going to poison everything good in your life.” His voice softened. “Even if you won’t be with me, I want you to be happy, Lys. You deserve to be happy. But only you can figure out how.”

She stood mute, unable to form a coherent response before he walked away.




An hour later, the sun shone brightly on the winding road to Sancoins, as Dan, Todd, and Jason drove the children in three separate cars toward an orphanage that had agreed to take them. Dan listened to Alexa breathe in the seat next to him. Her eyes were closed, but she wasn’t sleeping. She was probably avoiding him.

Other than the necessary communication to get Carter and Flore settled in the back seat, she hadn’t said a word to him since he walked away from her.

What was she thinking about? He couldn’t imagine how hard it would be to give up the guilt that she’d owned for more than a decade. And he finally understood why she thought she couldn’t have a long-term relationship with him—or maybe just anyone, because he wasn’t much of a catch—but he would not retreat back into his protective pride.

If she understood that he loved her no matter what, would she be willing to get the help she desperately needed to move forward with her life in a healthy way?

She loved him. He was almost sure of it. Or at least she would if she’d allow herself to.

He sighed and tried to rein in his frustration. He was a fixer, a doer. A man who patched up broken people and got them to safety. But he couldn’t fix Alexa’s mind. He couldn’t do anything except keep her safe and hope she took his advice to get counseling.

And wait. He had put all of his cards on the table. Her move.

In the back seat, the children snuffled in sleep as the car—Kurt had lined up three sedans for them, complete with infant seats—bounced along the rutted, potholed asphalt. Within ten minutes, they were at the edge of town and Dan had located the address.

The day was shaping up warm and humid—what a surprise—and the car didn’t have air conditioning. The smells through his open window changed from sea air and damp earth to wet asphalt, rotting trash, and enticing spices as they entered the haphazardly laid-out neighborhood with its mix of homes and small stores.

All three cars killed their engines in front of the two-story, whitewashed cube of a house that perched on a hill at the top of the street, at least a hundred yards from its nearest neighbor. Jason hopped out into the sunlight, while the others waited, engines off.

Toys were scattered around the front yard and laundry fluttered on a line off to the side of the house.

A slim woman in a pale dress emerged from the building and met their emissary on the sagging front porch. Dan scanned the street for threats.

“Where are we?” Flore asked from the back seat, her voice hoarse from sleep.

Alexa’s eyes glittered with tears as she turned to the girl. “This is the new children’s home,” she said softly, with a glance at Carter, who slept at an awkward angle against the car door.

Dan covered her slim hand with his own. Here he’d been thinking that she was acting weird because of their earlier conversation, not even considering that she was hurting because she had to say goodbye to Flore and the other children. Way to go, asshole.

“I don’t want to go,” Flore said.

A tear slipped down Alexa’s cheek and she put a death grip on Dan’s fingers, reaching for Flore with her free hand. “I know, sweetie, but this is the only way. I’m trying to speed up the process, and I’ll come visit every day until we hear from the adoption bureau. Okay?”

The little girl frowned, but nodded, her face solemn. Jesus, she’d been through so much. He couldn’t help but admire her strength. If only there were something he could do to help her. To help all of these children.

Maybe he understood a little of what drove Alexa. Not everything she did was about penance or reparation. Sometimes it was just about helping others. That he got. It was why he’d become a PJ. He hadn’t always succeeded at his work, but no feeling in the world could quite match saving a life.

“How much longer?” Flore asked, her voice tight with angst. She coughed. “Will they be able to keep the soldiers away?”

Alexa glanced at him, her eyebrows drawn together, then turned back to the girl and gripped her hand. “You’ll be safe here. The rebels don’t come into Sancoins.”

That was mostly true. They occasionally staged small, targeted assaults in the city with one or two men, but so far they’d kept to the smaller villages where they found more support from the locals. Though with the assault on Terre Verte, they were stepping up the game. St. Isidore’s government needed to do something quickly or they faced a coup.

Figuring out a way to bring jobs would go a long way. Gainfully employed citizens were generally too content to revolt. But how did you convince people to invest in a country that had so many problems? There was a Catch-22 if he’d ever heard one. He didn’t envy President Desmarais his job.

Flore nodded at Alexa and looked down at her hands. She probably understood the fickle ways of the island better than either he or Alexa could imagine. There was a wisdom in her big, brown eyes that he wouldn’t wish on any child.

Outside, Jason signaled to them. Dan climbed out of the car and opened the back door to remove the still-sleeping Carter from his booster seat.

Next to the boy, Flore coughed and sucked in a wheezing breath.

“Sweetie,” Alexa said. “Do you have your inhaler?”

The girl shook her head. “They took it,” she said, her voice strangled.

Dan caught Alexa’s gaze and her eyes widened. Maybe they had an inhaler in the orphanage. “I’m on it,” he said, hefting Carter and racing toward the house.




















CHAPTER THIRTEEN




DAN VAULTED DOWN THE STAIRS and sprinted to the car empty-handed. “Nothing,” he said. “We’re going to the hospital.”

“You know where it is?” Alexa asked as he slid into the driver’s seat.

“Same place it was three years ago.”

“Let me get in back.” Alexa ran around the car, tossed Carter’s booster seat onto the grass, and scooted in next to Flore. As soon as the lock on her seatbelt clicked, Dan swung the car in a tight backward arc and then gunned it down the street.

Flore’s breath sawed in and out of her lungs as she gasped for oxygen. The horrifying noise stopped Alexa’s heart.

“Flore.” She leaned closer. “It’s okay, honey.” She laid her palm between Flore’s shoulder blades and gently stroked down her back. “I’m here, baby. Try to relax.”

The girl looked up with wide eyes, her face gray under her dark skin. She had to be scared out of her mind.

“Sweetie,” Alexa said, smoothing back Flore’s hair. “We’re going to get help. Just hang on.”

Flore nodded and sucked in a desperate, groaning breath that made her sound like a zombie in a low-budget movie.

Damn the guards for taking the girl’s meds. Alexa leashed her frustration—Flore would pick up on her angst—and continued her soft caresses. “I know you’re scared, honey, but this will pass. I’m here now. I won’t let anything happen to you, okay?”

If only she could keep that promise.

She willed her voice to be steady. “Close your eyes and think of your favorite place in the whole world.” Alexa closed her own eyes and took a slow breath. “You’re there right now, smiling, happy. Breathing is easy. It’s like, in this place, your lungs want to open up wide and inhale all the fresh, wonderful air.

“Can you feel your muscles relaxing? Can you feel your chest loosening to let in the sweet, pure oxygen?” Words weren’t medicine, but what other option did she have? Panicking amplified the effects of an attack, so calming should ease them, at least a little. Hopefully enough to give her and Dan the time they needed to get help.

“Five minutes,” he said.

A lifetime.

Flore’s wheezing sounded painful but it was better than “silent chest,” a quieting of the harsh breathing due to increased airway constriction.

Still, every breath the girl took gutted Alexa. Just like with Despina and Garfield, there was nothing Alexa could do but watch her suffer, a little piece of her dying with every tortured inhalation, every cough. All of her training and knowledge were useless.

Had she really thought she could make up for her sister’s suffering by working for Hygiea? Go out and save the world? Who was she kidding? She couldn’t even save this little girl.

But she had to try. So she kept talking and stroking and soothing, doing everything in her power to calm Flore.

She ignored how they bounced and jostled on the crappy road and focused all of her energy on the child who’d stolen her heart. The child she selfishly hoped wouldn’t have any extended family to claim her, because Alexa wanted to take her to the States where she could provide the reliable medical care—and clean environment—Flore needed.

Maybe she was a hypocrite, trying to save the rest of the children from the very fate she wanted for Flore. But those kids had families who wanted them back. And they didn’t have special medical needs that couldn’t be met in St. Isidore. They needed food and clean water, and the island needed its children to secure its future.

But Flore was different.

Dan screeched to a stop under the portico of a dingy yellow two-story building perched behind a line of palms. He shot out of the car and opened Flore’s door. The second Alexa had the girl unbuckled, he lifted her into his arms and ran through sliding glass doors, calling for help.

Alexa dashed after him, her legs shaky. Please let Flore be okay.

The emergency department sat nearly empty, aside from a chubby white-haired man with a red nose getting his finger wrapped. A young, petite woman in blue scrubs directed Dan to one of five beds that lined the wall, and he laid Flore gently on her back as he relayed her condition in confident, clear, urgent tones.

Thank God for him.

Alexa gave Flore’s hand a gentle squeeze before she was pushed out of the way to make room for the staff who raced in. They hooked Flore to a pulse-oximeter and set up a heart rate monitor.

“Wait over there.” One of the staffers pointed to a bank of plastic chairs that lined the far wall, and pulled a curtain partially around Flore’s bed, cutting Alexa and Dan out of the scene.

Alexa stared at the puckered beige fabric, fighting the cold that stole into her veins as voices behind the flimsy barrier called out for Albuterol and IV steroids, and read off the girl’s O2 saturation levels.

Strong arms embraced her from behind. “Come sit down,” Dan said, his voice gentle as a summer breeze.

Her feet were made of lead.

He came around and faced her, rubbing her upper arms with warm, callused palms. “She’ll be okay.”

More than anything in the world, Alexa needed to have faith, so she followed him to one of the flimsy chairs and sat down, her body suddenly weighing a thousand pounds.

He squatted before her and gripped her hands, as if he could pull her back from the emotional quicksand. “You were great with her in the car.”

Alexa stared at their hands. “I haven’t felt so helpless since…” No. She gave her head a little shake. “Her O2 sats are low. What if…?”

“The doctors and nurses are doing everything they can, honey. They’re taking care of her.” He pushed her hair behind her ear. “Your job is to sit right here and send Flore your love.” He stood and kissed her forehead before settling on the seat next to her, the chair protesting with a high-pitched squeak. “My job is to sit right here and give you mine.”

Her stomach dipped and she blinked until she regained control. She didn’t deserve Dan’s devotion, but he gave it to her anyway. Damned if she knew why. But she wasn’t foolish enough to reject his help. Not with Flore’s life on the line.

A plump woman with black and gray hair twisted into a bun bustled over to them with a clipboard. According to the badge clipped to her shirt, her name was Lily, a delicate name for such a sturdy lady. “Are you family?” She had a wide gap between her front teeth, almost large enough to fit another tooth. That distracting window into her mouth made her look friendlier somehow.

“No.” Alexa straightened. “I work for Hygiea.”

Lily’s gaze raked them both from head to toe. She frowned. “You have money to pay?”

“Yes. No problem.”

The woman nodded and handed over the clipboard and a pen. “You put your credit card information there.” She jabbed at the paper. “It must process before you leave.”

Just like that. Alexa gave the woman a placating smile. “That’s fine.”

But it wasn’t fine. She couldn’t even keep her hand steady enough to fill out the form.

Dan snagged the clipboard and pen and laid them in his lap. “Just breathe.” He massaged her neck with strong, knowing fingers, and she closed her eyes.

Was this more punishment for Despina? Was the little girl she loved suffering for Alexa’s mistakes? She didn’t have any specific religious beliefs, but if there was any kind of karma or higher power in the universe, she appealed to it now.

Spare her. Take me, punish me, but please, please, please save Flore.




Dan stood and resisted the urge to rub his rear end. The hospital waiting area chairs were starting to feel more like cement than plastic after three hours. Jumping jacks and maybe a few lunges would feel great right about now, but he was pretty sure the staff—especially the battleax named Lily—wouldn’t approve.

Alexa had been up and down probably a hundred times since they’d arrived with Flore, asking about her condition, trying to get a glimpse. The doctor—a soft-spoken woman named Evangeline Smithson—had introduced herself once the girl was stable, and patiently fielded Alexa’s questions. The girl was responding to the treatments, and the doctor would release her soon. But the woman wasn’t comfortable letting Flore leave with Dan or Alexa, since they weren’t family.

Soon after their arrival, Alexa had called the St. Isidore Adoption Bureau to make sure the director knew the children had been recovered and that Flore was at the hospital. Dan was pretty sure she was also hoping he’d shortcut the waiting period and give her custody. The island wasn’t that big. If they were going to find any relatives for Flore, it would have happened by now.

The director said he was on his way.

Dan twisted from side to side and looked down at Alexa. Despite the dark circles under her eyes and her rumpled clothes, she still took his breath away. “Do you want a coffee? Or a soda?”

She glanced up and shook her head. All of her concern for Flore was written in the set of her eyebrows and the pinch of her lips and the way she rubbed her left wrist. He’d give anything to be able to ease her worry.

Across the room, the glass doors slid open, admitting hot, sticky air that battled with the a/c. A tall, thin man with dark skin and close-cropped black hair stepped inside. He wore a gray pinstripe suit, complete with a green silk handkerchief tucked into his coat pocket. Classic hot-weather wear.

A middle-aged couple in their Sunday best followed on his heels. The woman’s shoulders were rigid and her eyes swept the room in a wide arc. The man peeled her fingers from his plaid shirtsleeve and directed her to a bench near the door.

Dan had thought the couple was with the slick forty-something in the suit, but maybe not.

Alexa glanced toward the new arrivals and launched to her feet. “Mr. Armeaux.”

Ah, the man from the adoption bureau. Dan glanced at the couple again, his brain spinning.

She rushed forward and took Armeaux’s hand. “Thank you for coming.”

Dan hovered behind her, not wanting to interfere in something that had nothing to do with him, but reluctant to leave her unattended.

“I wanted to speak to you in person,” the man said, his voice a deep, resonant bass, reminiscent of James Earl Jones, but with a combination of island accent and British lilt.

She nodded eagerly, her body tense, her shoulders high. “As I mentioned two weeks ago, everything is already cleared on the U.S. side of things. Once I get the paperwork from you, the embassy in Barbados will issue the documents I need to take Flore home.”

Armeaux frowned. “There has been a development.”

Alexa’s entire body stilled.

“We found Flore’s next of kin,” he said. “In fact, they are here to take her home as soon as she is released.” He gestured to the couple who sat stiffly by the door.

The air whooshed from Alexa’s lungs and she stepped away as if to distance herself from the news. Dan moved closer and laid his hand on her lower back.

She glanced his way with wide eyes and then turned to the man who’d just taken her dream. “That’s…wonderful. May I…” She swallowed and stole a quick look at the couple. “May I ask who they are?” Her voice came out soft and small. “Does she know them?”

The man gave her a sympathetic smile that crinkled the corners of his eyes. “It is her mother’s cousin and her husband, Helene and Raymond. They moved to another village many years ago and only just made contact after someone told them we were looking. I doubt the girl would remember them, but they know her.”

Alexa’s gaze strayed to the pale curtain that hid Flore from view. “Can they…?” She cleared her throat. “I’m sorry, but can they afford to take care of her?”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said, gently. “She and her husband work as domestics for a plantation owner who provides them health care, housing, and food. They have no children of their own, so they can devote their time and care to Flore.”

Something in Dan’s gut protested. This all seemed too easy, too pat, too sudden. And yet, what right did he have to interfere? What cause did he have to accuse the man of anything?

“And you have proof?” Alexa asked. “There’s no doubt?”

“Yes. There’s no doubt.”

She gave a jerky nod. “I’d like to meet them, if I may,” she said, her voice stronger now. “As her caregiver. To ensure that her new guardians understand her health issues.”

“Of course.” Armeaux inclined his head and gestured toward the couple.

She looked over her shoulder at Dan. “I’ll be right back.”

Dismissed. It shouldn’t matter. He had no dog in this fight. Nothing to do with Flore or her adoption or Alexa’s future. But it mattered to him. A lot. He wanted her to need him. Stupid. Irrational. Petty. And he couldn’t turn it off. Couldn’t turn away as she strode to the bench with her head held high and suffered through the introductions with perfect grace. How did she do that? How did she smile politely and keep her poise when she was dying inside?

Lord knew he was failing at it.

She spent several minutes with the couple, making sure they understood Flore’s condition and how to deal with it.

“She needs a clean environment, as dust-free as possible. She also needs to have a rescue inhaler with her at all times, and should be on a daily treatment to help control the asthma and reduce the number of attacks.”

Helene nodded. “She will be cared for.”

Not a very personal statement. Did they even want Flore? Was the girl a burden to them or a newfound joy? Maybe he was reading too much into her words. Maybe it was her accent.

Alexa paused and stared at the woman. She shot a glance at Armeaux and then turned back to the would-be mother. “Do you…” She cleared her throat. “Do you actually want Flore?”

The woman sent a wide-eyed look of panic to her husband, who had been tapping his thumb against his thigh, but halted mid-tap.

“I don’t know if Mr. Armeaux told you—” Alexa started.

“We want her,” Helene practically shouted. She cast her eyes downward and let out a shaky breath. “We want her,” she said softly, but with force.

Alexa nodded. “Okay.” She stood and rubbed her hands down the front of her thighs. “Okay. If you don’t mind, I’d like to say goodbye to her before you leave.”

“Of course,” Raymond finally spoke. The tapping resumed.

Across the room, Dr. Smithson emerged from behind the curtain that surrounded Flore’s bed. Armeaux urged Helene and Raymond forward and the trio left Alexa behind as they made introductions.

She watched the procession disappear into the space where she was denied entry, her arms wrapped around her body. Dan fought the urge to hold her. She was obviously struggling for control, and if he touched her she might lose it.

Finally, the curtain around Flore’s bed pulled back. The little girl stood between Smithson and Armeaux. As soon as she spotted Alexa, she ran.

The doctor clucked and shook her head, but didn’t move to stop her.

“Missalyssa!” Flore crammed the words together into one.

Alexa opened her arms and staggered back as she caught the determined child, smiling as she hugged Flore close. “Obviously, you’re feeling better.”

“Yes. Thank you.” She held tight for several more seconds, then lifted her head. “Are they really my family?” she asked, her voice soft and tremulous.

Alexa’s smile lost its beautiful spark. “Yes. It appears so.”

“But I want to live with you.” Tears streamed down the girl’s face.

Goddamn. Dan didn’t want to watch, but he couldn’t walk away either.

“I know, sweet girl. I wanted that too, but I can’t be selfish.” She smoothed a few stray hairs from Flore’s face. “You are an islander. You belong here with your family, your culture. I can’t take you away from that.”

Flore nodded, her face grim, and snuck a glance at her new guardians. Eyes downcast, she said, “I understand.”

Alexa swiped a tear from her cheek. “They’re going to take good care of you, okay? Helene and Raymond promised. They live in a nice house on a plantation and they’ll have your medicine and everything. You’re going to love it.” She slipped the girl a piece of paper. “My phone number and email address are on here. Please keep in touch. And contact me if you ever need anything.”

“Okay.” Flore stepped back and glanced at Dan, then whispered in Alexa’s ear, eliciting a smile that made Dan’s heart skip.

Alexa relinquished her hold on the girl and stood.

Flore walked toward him, her pretty face solemn, but her eyes alight. “Mr. Dan.”

He held out his hand, but she slipped inside his guard and wrapped her arms around his waist. “Thank you.”

“Any time.” His heart damn near broke.

The girl tugged on his shirt and he crouched down. “Do you love her?” Flore asked softly in his ear, her words only for him.

Fuckin’-A. Dan blinked and kept his gaze on the scuffed linoleum tile. If he looked at Alexa right now, he’d probably lose it. “Yeah, sweetheart, I do.”

Flore put her tiny hands on his shoulders and nodded, capturing his attention with her earnest, brown eyes. “I don’t want her to be sad and alone.”

“Neither do I, but it’s not up to me.”

“You will try?”

This girl was going to be the death of him. Jesus Christ. “My very best. You have my word.”

She squeezed him hard and graced him with a brilliant smile. “Thank you,” she said. Then she gave Alexa a lightning-quick embrace before shuffling toward her new family.

Helene and Raymond nodded at them and led Flore outside to a waiting car.

Armeaux glided over and took Alexa’s hand in both of his in a gesture that made Dan think of overzealous salesmen and insincere politicians. “I’m sorry this did not work out for you, but rest assured that Flore will be safe. I am grateful for your kindness to our country and our children. Thank you for bringing them all back to us.” He patted her hand, gave Dan a practiced smile, and walked out.

Dan made a mental note to talk to Jason at the airport. He might not have grounds to interfere with what was happening, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t check out Armeaux’s story.

Alexa watched until the man was gone, then turned and launched herself at Dan. Some kind of anguished sound came from deep within her chest, half words, half grief. Sobs racked her body as she buried her face in his chest and gripped his shirt.

When her legs gave out, he pulled her to a quiet corner next to a potted palm tree and shielded her from prying eyes with his body. She finally needed him, but he didn’t want it to be like this. “I have you, honey,” he whispered, stroking her back, her hair, her arms. “It’s gonna be okay.”

But they both knew he was lying.




Alexa couldn’t stop crying. She didn’t want Dan or—God—the hospital staff to see her like this, but she had no control. The sorrow bubbled out of her like lava from a volcano, hot, painful, messy, and relentless.

She’d come so close to losing Flore this morning, and now she really had lost her. Of course she was happy the girl had found her family. That was what she had truly wanted for her all long. And if this was the price for Flore surviving her attack, she’d gladly pay it. But the idea of her and Flore becoming a small—if incomplete—family had taken hold in her heart.

The loss cut deep. Right down to Alexa’s core where her shame and remorse over Despina had burrowed in and made a permanent home.

She clung to Dan, unwilling to let go when she needed him so desperately. And yet, with him she faced another dagger to the heart, this one self-inflicted. And did she deserve any less for the way she had treated him?

He protected and soothed and aroused her with every glance, every touch, every word. She took everything he had and gave nothing back.

“I’m sorry,” she croaked between shaky breaths as she slowly gained control and the tears subsided.

“Don’t be.” He rubbed her back and kissed her hair, still holding her tightly to his granite chest.

She never wanted to leave his embrace. She focused on his steady heartbeat against her ear, and let her breathing even out as she calmed. “Let’s get out of here.”

He dropped his arms to her waist and leaned back enough to look at her. “Where to?”

She wiped her cheeks with her palms and studied the face she adored. What he’d said about finding a way to keep guilt from ruining her life—and the lives of those she loved—had been worming its way through her mind all morning.

She’d been so caught up in thinking that Flore needed her—needed someone to love and care for her—that she’d refused to consider any alternative. But now Flore had a family again, and Alexa had to give her the chance to be happy.

And maybe it was time she took a chance at happiness for herself. But she needed help.

As soon as she made sure the other children were settled and safe.

“You were right,” she said. “It’s time I went home.”




















CHAPTER FOURTEEN




ALEXA HELD DAN’S HAND AND rested against his shoulder during the Wednesday night flight from St. Lucia to Seattle. She intended to take advantage of every moment they had left together. Todd and Jason were taking a commercial flight out the next morning, so she and Dan had the plane to themselves.

Calm and motionless even in sleep, his soft breaths rustled her hair and his heart beat reassuringly beneath her ear. She closed her eyes and tried to succumb to sleep, but her mind hummed with anxiety over seeing her father and Thad again.

How many years had it been? She hadn’t been home since she walked away from Dan the last time.

And now she had to leave him again. Her reasons went beyond remorse over Despina. She had hurt him too many times already. She couldn’t give him hope for a lasting relationship without knowing if she could change. If he had a chance to move on, to find love with someone who wasn’t so screwed up, she wanted that for him. No matter how much it hurt to imagine him with another woman.

Her eyes burned and she shut them tight. Would she ever be able to consider a future with Dan without suffering the crushing weight of guilt? Without feeling like she was wrong for being rewarded with someone so spectacular while her sister lay six feet underground?

One night of teenage stupidity had imploded Alexa’s entire world, and she would give anything to undo it. But she had to live with her choices, and the only way she knew how was to fling herself into helping others. To focus on their needs instead of her own.

Maybe everything had worked out for the best. Flore was where she belonged, and now Alexa would go back to working in the field, following the disasters around the world.

And Dan could move on without her. But not yet. Not tonight.

She sighed and snuggled closer, content to inhale his clean, male scent. One she wished she could bottle and sprinkle on her pillow every night. A sense of peace like she hadn’t experienced in years settled on her like a soft, warm blanket. This was the first time she had been alone with him somewhere completely safe, and with all of her secrets out in the open.

And he loved her.

As long as she didn’t get greedy, she could push aside her guilt long enough to take comfort in his presence.  

Eventually, she drifted off to sleep to the low rumble of the engines and woke several hours later as the plane descended into Sea-Tac Airport. It was nearly midnight.

Her dad had directed her to come straight to the house, but she’d declined. She needed to be fresh to face him and her brother. And she wanted to have Dan to herself for a few more hours, even if just to hold him while they slept.

He combed a hand through her hair and shifted in his seat, jostling her. “Hey. You awake?” he asked, his voice rough.

“Yeah.” She looked up at him. They hadn’t talked about what would happen tonight—or anything beyond his flight back to D.C. tomorrow—but he hadn’t pushed her away.

“How are you holding up?”

Her chest squeezed. “I don’t know. I miss Flore, but I’m happy for her. I’m glad she’s safe.” She idly played with the neck of his T-shirt, letting his nearness soothe her. “Finding her family is exactly what I’d hoped for in the beginning, you know, but then when I thought all leads were exhausted, I got my hopes up. I let her into my heart, and it hurts that she’s gone.”

Dan nodded and averted his eyes, and she suddenly realized how much this mission had cost him. How much she was hurting him.

“I’m sure she misses you too,” he said, meeting her gaze. “She has a big adjustment ahead of her, but knowing you care will go a long way. That’s a gift.”

Did he really believe that? If she told him she loved him, would he consider it a gift, or another twist of the knife? “You don’t think she’ll forget me?” Maybe it was selfish, but she desperately wanted a permanent place in Flore’s heart. God knew, Alexa’s own heart was getting crowded with shrines to lost loved ones.

“How could she forget?” He played with Alexa’s hair again. “You saved her. And the others.”

“Thank you.” She reached up and skimmed her hand over his stubbled cheek. “I’m not sure I could deal with this right now without you.”

His jaw tensed under her fingers. “You’re stronger than you think. You’d be fine.”

She pulled away. “I’m sorry.” She took comfort from his presence, but at what cost to him?

“For what?” He snagged her hand and tugged her close. “If I didn’t want to be here, I wouldn’t be.”

Her heart thumped, the pulse loud in her ears even over the high-pitched whine of the engines as the plane slowed. She lost herself in the golden green of his eyes.

“You’re incredible,” he said on a reverent breath, leaning in.

Then he kissed her.

Just a light brush of the lips, but it sent every nerve in her body haywire. If they hadn’t been moments from touching down, she might have climbed into his lap.

The plane bounced, jolting them apart. Dan let his head fall back with a sigh. Then he gave her hand a squeeze. “You ready for tomorrow?”

“I don’t know.” Never. She sat up and rubbed her face. “Ready as I can be, I guess.” She downed half a water bottle—flying always dried her out—then gave it to Dan and watched him finish it off. “You ready to be a best man?”

He released her hand and looked out the far window into the dark night. “Yeah. I’m glad Jenna and Mick are getting their happy ending. They deserve it.”

So do you. Her heart turned over. She didn’t want to keep hurting him, but she didn’t know how to let him go. Not if they could have this last night together. “About the hotel—”

His gaze skipped back to hers, his hazel eyes very green and very dark as he studied her in the dim overhead light. “One room, one bed, Alexa,” he said, his voice a silken ribbon that curled around her body and drew her in. “I hope that’s not too much to ask if I only get one more night with you.”

Unable to look away, she touched his cheek and shook her head. I love you. The force of it struck her so hard she didn’t want to wait for a bed to show him what she couldn’t allow herself to say out loud.

She didn’t have to wait long, though the hour dragged like an eternity before they faced a king-sized mattress, safely ensconced at a moderately priced chain hotel near the airport.

“I could use a shower,” Dan said, kicking off his shoes. He raised an eyebrow and gave her a seductive smile. “Care to join me?”

As if she could resist. She sauntered toward him, whipping her shirt over her head as she approached. “I’m suddenly feeling quite…dirty.”

His cheeks reddened and she winked, then shucked her shoes and socks. “Come here,” he practically growled, dragging her against him so he could devour her mouth. “You don’t need this.” Deft fingers unhooked her bra. He slid it down her arms, careful not to drop her locket as he laid the lingerie on the dresser.

He walked backward, drawing her toward the bathroom, unbuttoning and unzipping her pants on the way. She happily stepped out of them—and her panties—so that by the time they reached the tiny bathroom she was naked.

“Your turn,” she said, shivering in the air-conditioned space when he stepped away.

She watched with open admiration as he shed his clothing, revealing his magnificent body one gloriously muscled limb at a time. Her mouth damn near watered with the need to taste him. Spinning away from the dazzling display, she started the shower and tested the temperature.

Dan pressed himself to her back and cupped her breast, nipping her ear with his teeth. “I can’t wait to get you wet.”

Her knees nearly buckled. “Too late.”

He groaned and lifted her over the tub’s threshold, depositing her directly into the spray. With a swish of the curtain, he followed her in and backed her against the rear wall. Water pounded her shoulders in time with her racing heart, sizzling against her sensitized skin.

For a moment he just held her there, caged between the cool tile and his solid warmth, blocking most of the hot spray. Then he put his hands in her hair and slowly lowered his head, holding eye contact until the last second before he brushed his lips against hers.

His breath was coming hard and fast now—matching her own—as he kissed his way down her neck and along her shoulder, giving her a sharp bite that made her jerk with surprise and pleasure.

“You slay me, Lys.” He went to his knees, the water pelting the back of his head as he watched his own hands caress her breasts. “There’s so much I want to do to you. One night will never be enough.”

She went cold as his forehead came to rest against her chest. Was this more torture than either of them could handle? She reached out a hand to push him away, but he turned his head and sucked her nipple into his mouth.

“Oh, God, Dan.” Her fingers clenched, gripping his hair as he pleasured her with his tongue, lips, and teeth.

His hands roamed her body, leaving a trail of sparks and fire in their wake. She wanted his mouth on her everywhere, but she had let him take control on the yacht. This time, she wanted to be in charge.

Tugging him to his feet, she said, “Kiss me.”

He obliged, molding the full length of his body to hers, his penis hot and hard between them as she kissed him with everything she had. He was right. One night was never going to be enough. She could spend hours kissing him like this, sharing his breath, his heartbeat, his soul.

Sliding her hand down his torso, she ran her fingers along the length of his erection, eliciting a desperate moan from deep within his chest.

He pumped his hips, pressing into her palm as his tongue rasped against hers. She let her fingers roam lower and gave him a light push backward as she dropped to her knees.

“Alexa, no. I’m too…”

Alexa? She winced at the sound of her real name on his lips during such an intimate moment. That was a different woman from another life. A life she’d hated. She had always been Alyssa with Dan, and she didn’t want that to change. “Let me.” She gripped his shaft and ran her tongue along the underside from root to tip.

His head fell back and he made a strangled sound.

She did it again and he tangled one hand in her hair while bracing the other against the wall. “Lys…”

Much better. She smiled and took him fully into her mouth. One hand caressed his balls and the other massaged his rock-solid glutes to hold him in place as she sucked and licked and teased.

He bucked and groaned and swore, and she closed her eyes, giving herself over to the moment, the sensations. She wanted to imprint herself onto his skin forever, even as she tried to tattoo everything about him—his taste, his scent, the feel of his hands—onto her own flesh.

She anticipated his release as he strained toward her, but abruptly, he stepped away and pulled her to her feet. “Not like that, honey.” He snagged a small wrapper he’d placed on the soap dish when she wasn’t paying attention and ripped it open. As soon as he donned the condom, he pressed her to the slick wall and lifted one of her knees. Her foot dangled over his arm as he held her gaze and slid inside her in one smooth motion.

“Dan.” Her breath came in short bursts as he thrust and withdrew, gathering and twisting the swirls of ecstasy that flowed through her into a single point within her chest.

She fought to get on top of the feelings that threatened to swamp her like a rogue wave, but he was one pace ahead of her and all she could do was hang on for the ride.

He kissed her hard and whispered in her ear, “I love you, Lys.”

She gasped and the pleasure broke over her like a sudden downpour, warm and slick over her tingling skin as he found his release alongside her.

“I love you too.”




Dan closed his eyes and pressed his forehead to the cold shower wall, releasing Alexa’s leg as his breath slowly returned. She loved him. He could tell she hadn’t meant to say it by the way her body immediately stiffened—and not from pleasure—when she realized what she’d let slip.

Maybe it was a heat-of-the-moment declaration that didn’t mean anything, but he didn’t believe that. Not really. She’d been very careful not to use the “L word,” but he could see it shining in her gorgeous blue eyes, feel it in her eager kisses and the way she wouldn’t stop touching him. If only love were enough to change her mind.

Starting from the base of her neck, he kissed his way up to her lips, nipping at her until she opened for him and her body relaxed. Jesus Christ, he could do this all night. He wasn’t ready for another go, but it wouldn’t be long at this rate. Forcing himself to slide out and step away, he didn’t—couldn’t—say a word.

He removed the condom and was about to pitch it in the trash when he realized something was wrong. “Shit. It ripped.” His stomach gave a sick twist. The last thing he wanted was for her to get pregnant and feel obligated to him.

She frowned and gently squeezed his forearm. “It’s okay. I’m on Depo,” she said, referring to the birth control shot given every three months.

“Oh.” Despite his earlier thoughts, a small spike of disappointment lodged in his chest. How many times had he imagined them having a family?

“Hygiea recommends it.” She grabbed a towel from the rack and wrapped it around herself, gripping the top with one hand and holding her waist with the other. “Ostensibly it’s to prevent pregnancy in case of ‘unsanctioned relations’ with coworkers, but I think they’re more concerned about rape.”

Shock coursed through him. “Jesus.” As a man—especially one with the skills to defend himself—he didn’t give that kind of danger much thought, but for a woman… Sadly, both locals and coworkers were probably a threat. “You risk too much for this job.”

“No more than you risk for yours.”

That’s different. The words were on the tip of his tongue, but he held them back. “You’re right,” he admitted with a sigh, toweling off his rapidly cooling body. “Doesn’t mean I like it.” If things had worked out with Flore, then Alexa wouldn’t be poised to run into another disaster zone. God damn, he might never sleep again for worrying.

“You don’t have to.”

“Yes,” he said through clenched teeth, before stomping into the bedroom to find his skivvies. He suddenly didn’t want to be naked. “I think that’s well-worn territory.”

“That’s not what I meant.” She softened her voice and followed him. “I don’t want to fight with you.”

He donned a pair of boxers and faced her. “I don’t want to fight with you either. I want to throw you on that bed and fuck you all night long.” He stalked toward her, his voice rising. “I want to bury myself so far inside your luscious body that I forget this is all I’m ever going to get from you. So deep that you forget to leave me again.”

“Dan,” she whispered. Tears streamed down her cheeks.

He kept moving, crowding her against the bed. “I love you. And you love me, even if you didn’t mean to say it.” Her shoulders went rigid under his touch. “Why are you making this so goddamned hard on both of us?”

“I’m broken.” Her voice cracked. “That might never change.”

“Let me help you.” He dropped his head and gripped her fingers as he slid to his knees. Then he looked up at her in the anemic yellow lamplight. “Marry me, Lys. Just marry me.” Fucking hell, he was begging, but he couldn’t stop. “I’ll wait. Two months, two years, ten years, whatever it takes for you to work through this. Just say yes.” He pressed his forehead to her hands and cursed himself. “Don’t you get it? There’s no one else for me. There never will be.”

She yanked her hands free and placed them on his cheeks, lifting his chin so she could look him in the eyes. “Don’t say that.” Her voice was hot now, her blue eyes blazing. “It’s not true.”

It was true, but she obviously didn’t want to hear it. Didn’t want more guilt on her conscience. He was such an asshole to lay that on her. And he was embarrassing himself. Surely Mick hadn’t been this much of a fool when proposing to Jenna. Mr. Slick would laugh if he could see Dan now. Or more likely, shake his head in disappointment.

Yeah, buddy. See what I’ve been reduced to? Alexa had carved out his heart, obliterated him from the inside like a fucking hand grenade.

And he’d thought it couldn’t be worse than last time.

He pulled her hands from his face and nodded, backing away. He should say something, anything, but what was the point? She knew exactly how he felt, exactly what he wanted from her, and she couldn’t give it.

There was nothing left to say. He was done torturing himself over a woman he could never have.

“Dan.” She moved toward him with her hand out, but he shifted out of reach and turned his back on her.

He donned a clean shirt and set the alarm on his phone before hooking up the charger. “Which side do you want?”

Her mouth opened and she blinked, then looked at the bed. “Uh…” She trained her eyes on the floor. “I don’t care.”

“I’ll take the left.” He plugged in his phone, lifted the covers, and lay down with his back to the center of the bed. The mattress was big enough for them to spread out and still never touch. Perfect.

She didn’t move, didn’t make a sound for a full minute. “This isn’t what I wanted,” she said, her voice brittle as an autumn leaf.

“Me either, sweetheart.” Not even close.




















CHAPTER FIFTEEN




ALEXA DIDN’T EXPECT READING HER email on Thursday morning to upend her world.

She was using Dan’s phone to check her messages in case the woman who ran her foundation had reported in while Alexa was on the run. And in fact, there were three notes from Lisa over the last few days, but it was the fourth one, sent at nine o’clock Eastern Caribbean time, that turned her world upside down.

“He has Flore,” Alexa said, sitting down hard on the bed as she reread the missive.

Dan came to the bathroom doorway with a towel in his hand and looked at her directly for the first time since last night. “What?”

“Frederick has Flore. He’s asking for two million.”

He smacked the doorjamb with his palm. “Sonofabitch. Jeannot didn’t get the ransom from your dad, but he knew you’d pay to free Flore.”

After rubbing his face with the towel, Dan tossed it aside and started pacing as he spoke. “Before we left St. Lucia, I asked Jason to look into Helene and Raymond. The timing of that whole show with Armeaux at the hospital, the couple magically appearing right after we rescued the children, didn’t sit well with me. But last I heard he hadn’t tracked them down.”

She stood. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

“I didn’t want to worry you if it turned out to be nothing.” He stopped and faced her, dragging a hand through his hair. “You were already hurting enough.”

Dan had been suspicious too, but unlike her, he’d taken action. “Oh, my God.” She covered her face. “That whole scenario was off, but I let my focus slide. I was so wrapped up in my own feelings, in dealing with the loss. I should have been following up on Armeaux’s story and making sure Flore was safe.” The insidious guilt crept like a vine into her soul. “If anything happens to her…”

“Stop it.” Dan’s anger hit her like a slap.

She jerked her head back.

“You are not perfect,” he said. “You will never be perfect. There is no way on earth you can possibly anticipate everything that will go wrong, or see through every deception. No one can.”

He stood and laced his fingers behind his head with an agitated sigh. “You think I don’t wish I’d done more to help Flore? I obviously thought something didn’t jive. I should have followed the car, or found some way to prevent that couple from taking her away until we could dig deeper into Armeaux.” He growled and dropped his arms. “Hell, Lys, we could play this blame game all day long, flagellating ourselves and second-guessing every action, but it won’t solve anything. That only leads to madness. You have to figure out how to kill this never-ending loop of guilt.”

She nodded slowly, letting his words sink deep into her bones. “You’re right.” Giving in to guilt and self-pity was selfish and pointless. And it wouldn’t help them save Flore.

He raised an eyebrow at her capitulation.

“I need to go back to St. Isidore.”

“I figured.”

“Frederick wants to meet tomorrow morning. Will you come with me?” she asked.

He hesitated and her heart sank. She wanted him by her side for this, but he had no reason to agree. Especially not after last night.

“Not for free,” she said. “I can hire you and your team again.”

“Jesus, you think you’d have to pay me to go?”

She leaned away from the dark look on Dan’s face. “I just don’t want to take advantage of you. It’s not like I have any markers to call in.” Her voice turned thin and high. “And I know money is important to you.”

“Money is important to anyone who’s ever gone without it. That’s not something I expect you to understand.”

His dig cut to the bone. “You’re right. But I’d give it all up if I could have Despina back. Or my mother. Or have a father who cared for me more than his company,” she said, her voice rising as all of her pain and frustration spilled over. “From the outside, I had everything you could wish for—and I know I was lucky to have a very fine roof over my head and nice clothes and cars and a college education—but you can suffer in a big house or a small one, so if you had any happy childhood moments in your grandmother’s home, you’re far richer than I’ll ever be.”

Her own outburst shocked her, but she couldn’t read Dan’s expression. At all. “We’ve both had our trials,” she said, bringing her voice down a notch. “I’m not trying to compete. But don’t slap me with the snobby-rich-girl label just because you’ve been burned before.” She was guessing here, but there had to be something in his past that made him so self-conscious about his financial status.

He rubbed a hand across the back of his neck before letting out a sigh. “You’re right. It’s just… I still sometimes find it hard to believe that your reasons for turning me down have nothing to do with the money gap between us. In my head it makes a lot more sense than your other reasons.” He scowled. “You’re not the only one with demons.”

“I’m sorry.” She put her palms against her forehead and closed her eyes to ward off a looming headache. “The last thing I want to do is fight again. I need your help, Dan.”

When she opened her eyes, he still stood before her, and she drank in the sight of him, so solid and strong, lit by the early morning sun streaming in through the open shades.

“If you pay Frederick’s ransom, he’s going to keep doing this to people,” he said.

“I don’t support terrorist tactics, but I won’t risk Flore’s life when I have the money.”

“Do you have proof that she’s still alive?” he asked with a grimace.

She scrolled down the screen on his phone and found the picture, her stomach turning sour as she looked at the photo of her beloved girl. Flore sat proud, unsmiling, her chin up, delicate hands holding a newspaper with today’s date and headlines. “Here.” Alexa shoved the phone at Dan.

He scowled and his gaze turned hard. Handing the phone back, he said, “Tell me what you need.” 

She released the breath she’d been holding. Despite everything that had happened between them, despite how much she had hurt him, he was still here, still in her corner, ready to do whatever it took to get Flore back. He was the one person in the world she could always rely on.

“My biggest fear,” she said, “is that Frederick won’t honor the deal. I need to make sure we get out of there alive.” Here was where it got…complicated. “And, if possible, I’d like to take him down.”

Dan’s head jerked back. “What do you mean by that?”

“I’m not asking you to kill him,” she clarified quickly. Though wouldn’t life be easier if the monster were truly gone? “But if you captured him and turned him over to the authorities, St. Isidore would be a safer place. I’d know that he was done tormenting me and the people I care about.”

Dan pursed his lips and looked toward the window. “What if he’s not at the meet?”

She opened her mouth, but hesitated. “He said…” Wow, was she really that gullible? “You’re right. If he’s smart, he’ll send someone else.” She wouldn’t even contemplate Flore’s not being there.

“One way or another, we’ll get her.”

“Thank you for supporting me, even after everything…” She ached to touch him—to crawl into his embrace—but she no longer felt welcome in his arms. In a few short days, she’d come to count on his presence in her life and she finally understood how deeply it would cut to lose him. Now wasn’t the time to rethink her choices, but… “I do love you.”

His eyes widened.

“But even if we can get Flore back…”

“I get it.” He waved his hand in an uncharacteristically impatient gesture. “Let’s focus on saving that little girl.”




Dan stared at the love of his life, her fiery blonde hair loose around her face. He couldn’t tell if she was offering hope or making it clear that he wasn’t in her future.

He was so emotionally battered he didn’t have the energy to figure it out. She had a lot of therapy ahead of her, and at the end of it—when she finally realized that she deserved love—he might not even be the man she wanted.

And he’d already decided he was done letting her twist him up inside. After this mission he was moving on for good.

So he put his mind to the only thing that mattered right now: Flore. “Let’s focus on saving that little girl.”

Alexa nodded and tried to corral her hair behind her ears. “I’ll do whatever it takes.”

Six hours later they landed at Reagan National. Jason and Scott exited the general aviation building to meet their plane, laden with bags and backpacks, dressed all in black.

Jason grinned when he spotted Tara on the tarmac next to Dan. “Tare-ahh.” He whistled. “Wow. You in that dress was worth the trip right there.”

Scott’s cheeks flushed as he looked her over, but he didn’t say anything. Interesting. Did little Scotty have a crush?

Tara laughed at Jason. “Move along, player.” She used both hands to wave him and Scott toward the plane Alexa had chartered to fly from Seattle.

Dan greeted the men, took a couple of bags from the plane, and introduced Scott to Alexa.

“Nice to meet you, ma’am.”

She nodded. “Thank you,” she looked between Scott and Jason, “both of you, for agreeing to help.”

“You don’t even have to say it.” Jason’s expression turned solemn. “Not with one of those kids in trouble.”

They boarded Alexa’s plane, the two newcomers settling on a leather couch that ran parallel to the fuselage. Across the narrow aisle, Dan and Alexa took the captain’s chairs with a small table between them.

Tara stood at the front of the plane. “There’s food and drinks in the galley. The intel you requested is in the folder on the table. Caitlyn Brevard will meet you at Hewanorra Airport, and,” she looked to Jason, who nodded, “Brandon Marlowe has agreed to let us use his airfield again. There’ll be two trucks in his driveway. Keys are under the passenger floor mat. Have a safe flight and be careful.” Her gaze settled on Scott for an extra beat, then she cleared her throat and looked at Dan. “Be safe.”

“Thanks, Tara. You’re a goddess.”

The rest of the passengers murmured agreement.

“No problem.” The dark-haired beauty smiled and then exited.

Scott followed her descent through the window, then caught Dan watching him. He shrugged. “Tara said you needed a sniper to help rescue a little girl. What do we have on the meeting location?”

Alexa sat forward as the plane taxied down the runway, picking up speed. “I have to be at the airfield outside Terre Verte at eight-thirty for Frederick’s phone call. The meeting’s at nine, so you won’t have much time to set up. I negotiated to have one person with me.” She looked at Dan.

Smart girl, getting Frederick to agree to a bodyguard. The asshole would probably have a whole team of his own, but at least Alexa wouldn’t be going in alone. 

The plane lifted off, straining against gravity with its powerful engines. Dan flipped through the folder Tara had left behind. At Steele, she’d found her calling. The woman should have worked for the CIA. She could charm information out of just about anyone, and she’d quickly built a network of key contacts that rivaled Kurt’s. She was a whiz at research, and she seemed to think of everything they could possibly need and somehow get it all set up on short notice.

The dossier included a list of Frederick Jeannot’s suspected holdings on St. Isidore and other islands. Clearly the rebel leader was enjoying a better lifestyle than his followers, or the people he professed to be fighting for. Maybe he had once cared about change for the island, but now he was just a power-hungry dictator wannabe who was willing to risk his soldiers and sell his country’s children to advance his cause.

Dan scanned a satellite map with a topographic overlay on which Tara had highlighted the St. Iz locations from the list. Two were within an hour’s drive of the airstrip. “Both of these plantations probably belong to Jeannot through shell companies.” He pushed the map to the edge of the table so the others could examine it.

“They’re too far from town,” Alexa said. “Besides, would he really want to meet on his own property?”

“Probably not,” Dan said. “Scott, what do you think?”

The kid—well, not really, but Dan thought of him that way—spun the map and studied Tara’s markings. “He’s going to want guys on overwatch, so he needs some high ground that provides concealment nearby.” Scott ran his finger over the map between the small runway and each of the plantations. “If I were him, I’d choose this spot.”

Dan followed his tapping finger. “Why?”

Jason met Dan’s gaze and raised an eyebrow. Dan gave him a look that acknowledged he’d been caught out. He shouldn’t be testing the young sniper—Jason had vetted him, after all—but he hadn’t worked with Scott before and he wanted to make sure the former Marine knew his shit.

Scott gave him a suspicious look but then focused on Alexa and said, “Not only does it provide high ground for a lookout or sniper, but there’s only one point of ingress for anyone coming from the airfield, so it’s easy to control.” He drew a line with his finger along the road into what appeared to be an abandoned construction site. “And, they have a back door out.”

“I agree,” Dan said, conceding that the kid was legit. “We’ll start planning around this location, but obviously, we need plans B, C, and D.”

They developed approaches for location Alpha as well as three others, and came up with a general game plan in case Frederick threw them a curve. Plan Zulu.

Thirty minutes outside of St. Lucia, Scott moved to another row of seats to inspect his rifle—a nice Barrett that cost a pretty penny—and other equipment. Jason followed suit, leaving Dan and Alexa alone.

“You doing okay?” he asked.

She rubbed her face with both hands and then placed them on the table. “I’m tired, but I’ll be fine. It feels good to have a plan.” Her tropical blue eyes focused on him. “Thank you for helping me. I know I keep saying it, but it’s more than just having backup, it’s having you here with me. On my side.”

His stupid heart thumped hard. As much as he didn’t want to admit it, he still couldn’t say no to her. He simply nodded, then leaned forward and asked, “What about the other kids? Do you know if they’re safe?”

“Yes. As soon as we got on the plane I had an investigator verify Frederick’s story and send someone to check on the other children. They’re all still at the new home.”

“Good.” At least he didn’t have to worry about Carter, Jazzie, Esther, and the others. He could almost feel Jazzie’s tiny, fragile body nestled in his arms, so trusting, so vulnerable, her little fist squeezing his finger.

Alexa played with the bezel on the watch she’d picked up at the airport during a refueling stop in Chicago. “I also contacted my lawyer. I don’t know how I’m going to do it yet, but I’ll figure out a way to give those kids and their families a future.”

“You already did. You rescued them when no one else would.”

She shook her head. “You and your friends did that, not me.”

“Only because you asked me to,” he said. “And you were right there in the field helping.” Sitting back, he crossed his arms and studied her. “Why do you do that?”

She looked up. “Do what?”

“Keep discounting yourself.”

Her eyes lowered. “Because no matter what I do, it doesn’t feel like enough.”

“It never will.” He caught her gaze when she raised her head, resisting the urge to take her hand. No more touching. “We already talked about this. You won’t be at peace until you forgive that fifteen-year-old girl.” He hesitated, but what the hell? “Maybe you should ask Despina what she thinks. The answer might surprise you.”




















CHAPTER SIXTEEN




ALEXA WATCHED, SPEECHLESS, AS DAN stood and moved to the back of the plane to talk to the guys. Ask Despina? Was he nuts?

No, she was the crazy one. She stared out the window into the dark and tracked water droplets as they slid across the plexiglass pane. What would her sister say if she could talk to her? Alexa tried to imagine herself in her sister’s position. If their fates were reversed, what kind of life would she wish upon Des?

She thought of Flore, who reminded her of Des in many ways. Quiet, smart, caring, a little cautious. But so much stronger than Des had been. She was a survivor, and she deserved Alexa’s best. What kind of role model would Alexa be if she let guilt rule her every action? Would she want Flore to believe that she never deserved happiness if she took a wrong turn in her life?

The poor girl would be so afraid to make a mistake that she’d never leave the house. In small doses, guilt had its place. It helped teach children right from wrong. But it wasn’t supposed to debilitate them.

If Alexa were in Despina’s place, she would want her sister to have a good life. To live for both of them. To be happy and whole and remember her with fondness, not guilt or regret. To not make the same error she’d made by throwing her life away without fighting to overcome her trauma.

Alexa inhaled sharply. Shame washed through her as she realized that she’d given up on life just as surely as her sister had. But she was killing herself slowly, one small cut at a time. Yes, she’d been helping people—she could never regret that—and there had been moments of joy, but guilt had been her driving force for thirteen years. Guilt had kept her from the man she loved, and compelled her to hurt him over and over.

But it had also brought her to him in the first place. And to Flore. She’d never change that.

She refused to regret how she’d spent her life to this point. But, maybe, just maybe, she could change it moving forward. It wouldn’t be easy, but Dan kept telling her how strong she was. Now was the time to prove him right. It was time to fight for herself for once.

She would always feel partially responsible for what happened to her sister. And she couldn’t imagine a life where she wasn’t helping those in need. But maybe instead of doing good as atonement for Despina’s death, she could do it in honor of Despina’s life.

Alexa’s body lightened as if she’d shed heavy chains. She wasn’t naive enough to believe she was over her issues just like that, but for the first time, she could imagine a time when guilt wouldn’t be her constant companion.

And that opened up a whole new world of possibilities.

She swiveled in her seat to look behind her. Dan sat across the aisle, his posture relaxed as he talked to the other guys. Jason said something she couldn’t hear and Dan laughed, transforming his face in a way she hadn’t seen in far too long.

He looked over and caught her watching. His smile slipped away as he held her gaze for a beat before turning back to his friends.

Alexa’s heart twisted.

She’d done enough damage where he was concerned. Right now, she needed to focus on getting Flore back.

Ninety minutes later, after a quick change at Hewanorra, they hopped off Caitlyn’s plane in St. Isidore. “Thank you for doing this on such short notice,” Alexa said to the woman.

“No problem. Call me when you’re ready to return.” She waited for them to grab their bags and enter the house, then she turned the plane and took off into the dark, misty night.

By the time the four of them had used the facilities and eaten a snack, it was nearly two in the morning. Jason checked the trucks and declared them in working order, handing a key to Dan before heading upstairs for a nap.

In four hours they’d be up and on their way to get Flore. Alexa dropped onto one of the couches in the dimly lit living room, but she couldn’t sit still, let alone sleep.

After Scott disappeared upstairs to find an empty bedroom, Dan sat down across from her. “You should get some rest.”

“I can’t.” Dan, Flore, Despina, Garfield. Thoughts whirled in her mind. “So much can go wrong today. I hate putting you guys in danger again.”

He crossed his arms and leaned back. “We’re all volunteers here. Paid, but willing.”

She nodded. He was right. “I wish we didn’t have to wait. I hate the thought of Flore with Frederick for even a minute longer.”

“I know.”

“How do you stay so calm?” She could learn a thing or two from him.

“I’m spinning like a top inside, Alexa. I’m just better at hiding it.”

“Thank you.” She managed a weak smile. “Even if you’re lying, it helps.”

“I’m not.” He stared at her, his expression pensive. After several seconds, he sat forward and cursed under his breath.

“What’s wrong?”

He shook his head, his hazel eyes turning dark. “Lie down on your stomach.”

Her heart skipped and she hesitated, her stomach tumbling as she tried to read his mind. “You don’t have to—”

“It’s fine.” He hitched his chin toward at the couch.

She removed the back pillows and stretched out on the large leather sofa that was now almost as wide as a twin bed.

Dan crossed the space between them and the cushion dipped as he seated himself next to her hip. “Permission to touch,” he said softly.

“Yes,” she said, breathless.

He laid his palms on her upper back, the warmth of his hands seeping through her thin T-shirt. Her eyes fluttered closed as he dug his thumbs into the muscles on either side of her spine, working out the knots that had taken up residence.

Her pulse spiked with his first stroke, but then slowed as she began to relax. The tornado of thoughts in her mind settled like dust over the plains, and within minutes she was fast asleep.




The instant the alarm on his watched beeped, Dan opened his eyes and pressed the button to cut off the noise. After Alexa had fallen asleep, he’d stretched out beside her, soothed by the feel of her warmth next to his body.

She had needed him, but he’d needed her too. Despite his outward calm, today scared the shit out of him. She would be walking right into the line of fire. Again.

To sleep, he’d needed the comfort, the near-instant calm that came from contact with her. Well, the mental calm. Right now her rear snuggled against his crotch was far from relaxing. He did his best to ignore it. 

Under his arm, she stirred and turned to face him, her sleepy eyes blinking. “Dan?”

“Were you expecting someone else?”

“No.” She gave him a sheepish look and shook her head. “I just didn’t expect you to spend the night with me after…”

I want to spend every night with you. He scooted away and rolled to a sitting position. “We both needed to sleep.”

She sat up and scrambled to the other end of the couch, not meeting his gaze. “Well, thank you. I feel better.”

Footsteps sounded on the stairs and he jumped to his feet, rubbing his face to wake himself up. Scott stopped on the bottom step and took in the scene without comment, then moved into the kitchen and started making coffee. “Hit the road in thirty?” he asked.

“Roger.”

Half an hour later, Jason and Scott took off in the first truck, heading toward the outskirts of Terre Verte, dressed as contractors for a U.S.-based company that specialized in rebuilding infrastructure. Tara had even secured magnetic signs with the company’s logo for the vehicle doors.

Dan loaded his weapons bag into the space behind the bench seat of his and Alexa’s truck and then climbed into the driver’s side. “You ready?”

She gave the door handle a death grip and swallowed hard. “Yes.”

“We’ll get her back.”

“I know.”

He started the engine and began the long drive over winding, narrow, pothole-laden roads.

They encountered very little traffic on their way into Sancoins. The city was still mostly asleep, the shops with their garish signs and colorful flags still closed. Only the fisherman, the homeless, and the police patrols were out as they passed through town.

“We stick out more than I expected,” Dan said. “Which means Scott and Jason will too.” 

“I’m sure Frederick timed it this way on purpose.”

She was probably right.

They reached the road to the airfield outside of Terre Verte at eight-fifteen. Alexa wasn’t supposed to go down to the runway, just stop nearby. Dan turned onto the small side street and whipped around so they were facing out, then cut the engine.

“Roll down your window.” The cab had quickly turned hot. Sweat trickled down his back and along his sides as he took care of his own window. “We want to be able to hear anyone approaching.”

She did as he advised and a warm breeze filled the truck, bringing little relief from the morning sun that glared through the windshield.

“I hate waiting,” she said.

He managed to keep his hands to himself by wrapping them around the steering wheel. “Almost there.”

She nodded and looked away.

They sat in silence, much as they had the entire morning, each lost in their own thoughts. Dan pushed all of the emotional elements of this mission out of his mind and focused on their surroundings, wary of a sneak attack.

Nothing ever went according to plan. Nothing. But that didn’t make the process worthless. Just walking through the different approaches had forced his team to consider the tools and strategies they’d need. And if things went sideways, they’d improvise.

He and Alexa both flinched when her phone rang, its cheerful tone out of sync with the tense moment.

She snatched it up, fumbling with it before she hit the speaker button to answer. “This is Alexa.”

“Drive down to the airfield. A plane will land in five minutes.” The man disconnected.

Alexa frowned. “So much for a nine o’clock meeting.”

“You can’t trust a guy like this.” Dan held his sat phone on his lap to keep it out of sight and dialed Scott. “Plan Charlie. Five mikes.”

“Copy that.” The sniper hung up.

“Look,” Dan said. “No matter what, you are not getting on that plane.”

“Why would I?”

“I have a feeling you’d do anything for Flore.” He softened his voice. “I understand your need to protect her, but this has trap written all over it. If she’s not on that plane, or he won’t let her off unless you board, we’re not doing the exchange. Got it?”

Her mouth was tight, but she said, “Yes.”

He drove them to the end of the road and parked next to the fence, where three men armed with AR-15s waited at the open gate.

Before they could even exit the truck, the guards surged forward and surrounded them. “Out!”

“Slide across the seat and come out behind me,” Dan said. He wanted her close to him as long as possible.

They exited the truck slowly, hands up. Sudden movements were inadvisable, and he also wanted to give Scott and Jason more time. There wasn’t much high ground around the airfield, and the Marine needed to get into position without alerting Frederick’s goons.

“Give up your weapons,” the blond directly in front of Dan said. He looked suspiciously like the guard they’d seen several days ago while skirting this very runway.

Dan had brought a couple “throwaway” guns for just this purpose. They’d never believe he came unarmed. “So you work for Jeannot, huh?” he asked, removing the nine-mil from his thigh holster and a small Sig from his back. This country was a fucking mess. Was anyone honest?

The man just glared. Most likely he worked for whoever was paying him at that moment. Or paying him the most. Dan had been a mercenary, but not like this. He had believed he was on the right side of things. Then again, his teammates had died because Dan and Mick didn’t have a clue.

He shook off those unproductive thoughts and kept his eyes on the armed men in front of him, keeping himself between them and Alexa.

“I’m unarmed,” she said.

Two of the guards moved in and patted them both down, and Dan used every ounce of will he had to refrain from attacking the man who was running his hands over her body with a gleam in his eye. Despite her humiliation, she wouldn’t want him to jeopardize the exchange.

Apparently satisfied, the lead gunman—the blond—waved them through the ten-foot-wide gate in the fence and along the grass toward a rundown shack that had once been white, but was now a sad gray.

The faint buzz of a plane engine grew louder until a small prop job passed overhead, looped around, and landed with a slight bounce before rolling to a stop near the dilapidated wooden building.

Blondie halted the group and motioned them to face the four-seater. Flore was visible through the back window, her eyes wide as she stared out at them. He could practically feel Alexa’s desire to run to the girl.

Nillin Petitt stepped down from the front passenger side of the aircraft, rounded the slowing propellers, and stopped to face them. He was spiffed up in a collared shirt and chinos, embellished with a shoulder holster stocked with two handguns.

“Help her down.” Petitt signaled to the pilot. Then he waved Alexa forward and held out an iPad.

Two million dollars in small bills like twenties would weigh over two hundred pounds. It was also hard to count quickly, and was easily lost or stolen. Smart man that he was, Frederick had requested a wire transfer instead. That Alexa had access to that much money still boggled Dan’s mind.

She stepped forward and Dan made to follow, but Blondie blocked him. “Just her.”

He could only hope that Scott and Jason were in place and watching the scene unfold.

“Send the money now,” Petitt said, giving her the device.

She took it. “Let Flore go to Dan first.”

Dan silently applauded.

Petitt hesitated but then nodded to Flore. “Go.” He must have decided Dan wouldn’t endanger Flore or Alexa with heroics.

The little girl ran to him and flung her arms around his waist so tightly he almost couldn’t breathe. He returned her embrace. “It’s okay, sweetie. I’ve got you.”

Seeing that Flore was in his arms, Alexa began pressing the iPad screen under Petitt’s intense scrutiny.

Bang! A bullet slammed into the plane’s fuselage.

She screamed and dropped the tablet, crouching down with her hands over her head. The guards went to their knees, scanning for the threat. Petitt took off running toward the shack.

Another bullet shattered the side window and blood sprayed the cockpit.

“Take cover!” Dan yelled at Alexa. He yanked Flore to the tarmac and dropped on top of her. “Stay put.”

Twenty yards from the small building, Petitt’s shirt bloomed red and he fell face down as the sound waves from the rifle fire finally caught up, thundering in the air around them.

Dan’s pulse spiked as he scanned the area. Who the fuck was shooting?




















CHAPTER SEVENTEEN




ALEXA CRAWLED TOWARD DAN AND Flore. Scott shouldn’t be shooting. He was only supposed to fire under imminent threat.

The lead guard—the blond one wearing hunting-style camouflage complete with leaves and pine needles—pointed his gun at her. “Don’t move.”

She froze. “It’s not us.” She was pretty sure. But then who was it?

“I know,” Camo Man said.

Dread pooled in her belly. She tried to catch Dan’s gaze, but he was scanning the area, his eyes narrowed.

A large, black SUV shot through the opening in the fence and drove onto the tarmac. It stopped a few yards from the plane and three more men dressed in tactical gear and carrying rifles jumped out to surround the vehicle.

When the additional security was in place, the back door opened and a tall, black man in a tan linen suit and mirrored glasses emerged.

Frederick Jeannot. Had she really tended his wound only four days ago? A lifetime had passed since then.

“At ease,” he said to the men.

The guards lowered their weapons, but kept them at the ready.

He took a few steps toward Alexa and gestured to her and Dan. “You may stand.”

They complied.

“Bring me the girl.”

“No,” Dan said.

Alexa’s heart pounded against her ribs. Would this nightmare never end? “I was about to transfer the money.” She reached for the iPad that lay near her feet. The heavy-duty case had protected it from the fall and its screen still glowed.

“No.” Frederick motioned a guard to retrieve it from her. “That was Nillin’s account.” He spat. “Foolish boy.”

She blinked. “He took Flore from you?”

“He thought if he came early, the deal would be done and he would be on his way out of the country before I arrived.” He took the tablet from his goon and tapped on the screen, then handed it back to her. “Send your money to me.”

She stared at the screen. If she gave him the money, she was supporting everything she detested. Her foundation could take the financial hit, and Flore was worth any expense. But now that she was faced with the man again, she couldn’t bring herself to enter her credentials on the wire transfer.

“What are you waiting for? Do it.”

She glanced at Dan. She could offer herself, but that would start this whole nightmare all over again. She didn’t want to give this man a dime, but Flore’s safety was paramount, and the odds were not in their favor.

Reluctantly, she typed in the numbers and approved the transaction. “It’s done.” She handed him the iPad.

He nodded and gestured to his personal security team. “Finish this.”

His men turned in unison and shot the mercenaries in the head. Flore screamed. Alexa gasped.

Frederick’s closest guard hooked an arm around Alexa’s neck and pulled her close, holding a gun to her head. “Don’t try anything,” he said.

The other two men grabbed Dan’s elbows and pushed him to the ground. He held Alexa’s gaze and went down without a fight.

Frederick snagged Flore.

“No!” Alexa cried out.

“Thank you for your donation to the cause, but she’s not leaving this island. She belongs to St. Isidore.”

“But all those other children…”

He gripped Flore’s arm and stopped. “That was Nillin. He was willing to sacrifice them for his own gain.” His voice rose, hard and angry like a nest of bees. “He set up something on the side and raided the orphanages that I funded.” Frederick hit his chest with an open palm. “I want better for my people.”

Alexa inhaled sharply and looked at Dan. Her mind whirled. Frederick might not have been behind the black market adoptions, but that didn’t make him a good man.

She struggled against her captor. “But you agreed.” She had been such a fool. “No one will ever pay you a ransom if they know you go back on your word.” She had to be desperate to try reasoning with a terrorist, but what options did she have?

“They always pay.” Frederick dragged a wriggling, wailing Flore toward the truck.

Alexa couldn’t ignore the gun pressed to her temple, but she had to get to Flore. Think. They’d covered this in her self-defense class. Arm up, twist. Simple if she didn’t screw it up and get herself killed.

Deep breath. She exploded into action. Her right hand shot up to shove the gun back. She gripped the barrel and twisted under the man’s arm to face him.

He looked at her in shock, the gun pointing at his chest. Holy crap, it worked! She shoved the gun down and it clattered to the tarmac. He reached for his rifle, raising it toward her chest. 

The world came to a standstill. Everyone around her moved in slow motion as if under water. Dan fighting against his guards, screaming at her would-be executioner. Flore calling her name. Oblivious birds flying overhead.

She didn’t want to die. She wanted to live. She wanted to live with Dan. She wanted to have babies and raise Flore with him. She wanted to go to bed with him at night, and wake up with him every morning, and tell him every day how much she loved him. She wanted to grow old with him by her side.

She’d never get over her role in Despina’s rape and suicide, but she knew down to her toes that her sister would want her to do more than live. She’d want her to thrive.

Alexa had no doubts now.

She dropped to the ground. The bullet passed overhead and shattered the airplane’s windshield. The guard swore and tracked her with the rifle as she lurched sideways toward the plane.

His head dissolved into a cloud of pink mist. The rifle clattered to the ground. His body followed with a quiet thunk.

Scott. Thank God.

She gagged and turned away.

The remaining two guards froze, their faces carved in shock. Dan took advantage of the beat of confusion, fighting free of their hold. The trio became a chaotic thrashing of fists. Too risky for a sniper to take a shot.

She launched to her feet and ran after Frederick, who was attempting to wrangle Flore into the SUV. Alexa kicked the back of his leg and punched him on the upper left arm, right where she’d stitched him up days before. “Let her go!”

He swung around and hit her in the stomach. She gasped for air and fell to her knees.

The SIR leader swiveled back to Flore, but she shut the door and locked it.

Good girl. Alexa put her palm on the tarmac and commanded her lungs to fill with air. 

Frederick slammed his hand against the glass and swore. Then he raised his gun to the window.

She tackled his leg and he stumbled. Her breath came rushing back and she gulped air as she clung to the aging rebel.

He righted himself and lunged toward her, pointing the small handgun at her head. “Get off me, bouzin.”

She released him and sat back on her heels, her eyes never leaving the weapon. Somehow she had to get him into Scott’s line of fire.

The SUV’s door flew open, slamming into his side and knocking him off balance. The gun fell to the ground and slid beyond the front wheels. Frederick roared and grabbed for the door, but Flore had already pulled it shut and locked it again.

Alexa scrambled for the gun, but he got his footing first and beat her to it. He scooped it up and struck her across the face with the hard hunk of metal. Following her as she crawled away from the SUV, he raised the gun again. His body jerked once, twice. Frederick staggered and collapsed face down. Rifle reports echoed through the plantation and over the flight line as blood saturated the back of his jacket.

Alexa’s stomach and face throbbed, but she pushed to her feet, racing toward Flore. The girl emerged from the SUV and ran to her. “M’lyssa!” Then she burst into tears.

Holding her close, Alexa shuffled to the front of the car. Ten yards away, Dan lay on his back, his face and hands bloodied.

Was he breathing? Oh, God, she couldn’t tell. One of the men he’d been fighting was running toward the gate that led to the road. The other lay face up on the ground with a knife in his chest. 

“Dan?” Her voice came out as barely a whisper.

No answer.

“Come on.” She took Flore’s hand and ran to him.

A truck careened through the gate and screeched to a halt next to the SUV. Flore screamed.

Jason and Scott jumped out and raced toward them.

“It’s okay, sweetie. Those are friends.”

“Is he…?” Jason asked, glancing at Dan.

“Flore, you remember Mr. Jason, right?” Alexa dropped to her knees at Dan’s side, checking his wrist for a pulse. He was breathing, at least. And—thank you, Jesus—he had a regular heartbeat. Lord knew her own was far from steady.

The girl nodded.

“Can you go with him to the truck to get a first aid kit and a blanket?” Alexa didn’t want to let her go, but Flore had already seen too much blood.

Jason held out his hand and Flore took it.

Confident the girl was safe, Alexa ran her hands over Dan’s body, performing a blood check.

“What can I do?” Scott asked. He was calm, but his face showed concern.




“Can you get him on his side for me?” she asked.

Without a word, Scott rolled Dan toward him, straining against the heavier man’s weight. She probably should have asked Jason to help her, but Flore hadn’t met Scott, wouldn’t feel as comfortable with him.

Alexa swiped her hands down Dan’s back and sides. Something warm and sticky stopped her cold. Her heart pounded as she peeled up his black shirt to reveal a three-inch gash across his lower back. She couldn’t tell how deep it was, but it wasn’t bleeding anymore so she didn’t want to probe it.

She worked her way down his legs but found nothing.

“Don’t stop now,” Dan said, his voice rough as if he’d swallowed sand.

“Oh, thank God,” Alexa said. “Don’t move.”

He waved Scott away and pushed to his hands and knees. “Thanks, man. I can take it from here.”

“What are you doing? You have a knife wound.” Dan reached for the spot on his lower left side, but she slapped his hand away. “You’re a paramedic. Act like one.”

“I’d rather let you play nurse.” He gave her a suggestive look.

“Stop,” she said, but her heart wasn’t in it.

Scott rose. “I’m going to guard the gate.” Without waiting for her response, he strode away.

“Now look what you’ve done,” she told Dan.

He gave her a weak smile. “All part of my plan to get you alone.”

She huffed out a laugh and shook her head as Jason and Flore returned. Jason handed her the first aid kit.

“Thanks. Flore, honey, can you fold that blanket and put it down for Mr. Dan’s head?”

The girl nodded and set up the makeshift pillow while Alexa found what she needed in the first aid kit.

“Does he need immediate emergency care?” Jason asked.

“I’ll know in a minute.”

“I’m fine,” Dan snapped.

“We need to do this on the road,” Jason said.

“Give me three minutes,” Alexa said.

Dan shook his head. “We don’t have three minutes. You can look at this”—he waved to his back—“in the truck.”

Alexa gave in. He was right. Maybe it was better not to be here when the police—or more rebels—arrived.

While Jason helped Dan walk to the truck, she and Flore ran ahead and put down blankets in the back. Then she got Flore buckled into the passenger seat of the truck and hugged her tight. “You were so brave today, sweetheart. I’m sorry you had to go through that, but I’m proud of you. You handled it like a champ.”

The girl clamped down on Alexa’s shoulders, her little body trembling. “Please don’t leave me again.”

Alexa’s heart cracked. “No, honey. Never.”

Dan made it to the truck, leaning heavily on Jason’s arm, a scowl on his handsome face.

Alexa pulled away from Flore, but gripped her tiny hand. Gesturing to the truck bed, she told Dan, “Lie down in back.”

He grumbled something unintelligible, but crawled onto the blankets and collapsed face down.

“Sweetie,” she said to Flore. “There’s no room for me up front, but I’ll be in the back with Dan, okay? He’s hurt and I need to fix him up.”

Flore’s hold tightened, but she nodded and then released Alexa’s hand.

Jason slid behind the wheel, while Scott took over driving duties on the other truck. Alexa shut Flore’s door and climbed into the bed with Dan. The minute she had the tailgate latched, the truck lurched forward and made a wide turn toward the gate.

Alexa hunkered down against the wind and moved to Dan’s left side. He turned his head to face her.

“Let me look,” she said.

He spread his arms out to the side and lay still while she gently raised his shirt. The truck bounced and jostled her, but she cleaned and bandaged the cut as best she could. He needed a thorough examination, wound irrigation, maybe a tetanus shot, and most certainly stitches.

“You should go to the ER.”

He rolled onto his right side and took her hand, tugging her down until she lay alongside him. “It can wait.” His hazel eyes turned hard and he skimmed his fingertips across her cheekbone, not really touching. “That bastard hurt you.” He held her gaze until her heart flipped over in her chest.

“It’s just a bruise. You’re the one who’s really hurt.” Tears filled her eyes and her throat started to close. “I was so afraid…”

He pulled her into a fierce hug. “I nearly died watching you face down a gun. Twice.” He cradled her head in his big, warm palms and kissed her hard. “I’ve never felt more fucking helpless in my life.” His voice was rough and shaky as he tangled his hands in her hair and looked her in the eyes. “Jesus, Lys.”

She opened her mouth to tell him that she loved him. That she was done leaving him.

If he’d have her.

The truck came to a stop and the back window slid open. “Uh, guys?” Jason said. “Sorry to interrupt, but we’re here.”




Despite his protests, Dan now had stitches in his side, and prescription-strength ibuprofen to take the edge off the discomfort and prevent swelling. Now that the adrenaline had worn off, he was feeling every cut, every bruise.

Alexa had iced her face while she waited with Flore and the guys in the same hospital waiting room where she’d given the girl away to the impostors. Flore had taken it all in stride, swinging her legs while holding an origami swan Scott crafted out of a hospital brochure.

On the way out of the ER at midday, Jason took Dan aside. “We can’t stick around the island much longer. I think it’s best if the police believe Frederick and Nillin did each other in, don’t you?”

Dan nodded.

“What about Flore?” Jason asked.

“Before we leave the island, we’re going to pay an unscheduled visit to Mr. Armeaux. You in?”

“You even have to ask?”

First they rented several rooms at a hotel in downtown Sancoins—one of the few that had reopened after the hurricane—so everyone could shower and change into fresh clothing. Jason and Scott ventured out to buy a sundress for Flore at a nearby store while Dan called Tara for information.

Thirty minutes later—after a quick detour to the man’s office where they learned he hadn’t arrived for work yet—he and Alexa were knocking on the door of Mr. Armeaux’s private residence. The whitewashed, two-story, stucco home with a view of the bay seemed out of reach for a public servant. How many bribes had the man taken?

“Yes?” A plump, young black woman in a conservative gray dress, complete with a white apron, opened the door to reveal an arched foyer painted blue.

“We’d like to speak to Mr. Armeaux, please.”

The woman frowned. “The master is taking no visitors.”

Dan put his hand on the doorjamb and leaned in. “Tell him we have Flore Vincent. He’ll want to see us.”

She pressed her lips together, radiating disapproval, but nodded. She started to shut the door, but he blocked it with his boot. The woman scowled and walked away.

“Good help is so hard to find,” Dan said.

A minute later Armeaux appeared in the doorway, dressed in a dark blue suit and red tie. “Why are you here?”

Dan and Alexa parted to show Flore seated in the truck between Jason and Scott. “We know you sold out to Frederick,” Alexa said. “I’m going to give you a chance to make things right.”

Armeaux inhaled sharply and his eyes widened. Looking behind him, he closed the door and stepped onto the porch. “I cannot help you. Mr. Jeannot has threatened my family.”

“Jeannot is dead,” Dan said.

The man’s eyes turned from frightened to calculating. “And now you want her.”

Alexa nodded. “She truly has no family here, correct?”

Armeaux wouldn’t meet her gaze. “Correct. We found no surviving relatives.”

“Then yes. I want her. And you’re going to make that happen.” She raised her chin.

He cleared his throat. “There are costs—”

Motherfucker. The gall. Dan pushed the man up against the door, his arm across his windpipe, ignoring the tug on his stitches. “You already got your money, asshole. This time you’re setting things right. Got it?”

Armeaux nodded and raised his hands, palms out. “Yes,” he said, his voice hoarse. “Yes. Okay.”

Dan released him. That was easy.

The man smoothed his jacket and straightened his shoulders. “I will have to go to my office for the paperwork.”

“We’ll follow you.”

Four hours later, they stood in the general aviation building at Hewanorra Airport in St. Lucia waiting for their charter flight to D.C.

Alexa had Flore’s adoption documents tucked into her bag. All she needed now was the U.S. visa, which apparently required another week in Barbados jumping through hoops with the American consular section, despite all of the preliminary groundwork she’d laid.

She and Flore had come inside to say goodbye. They were heading back to Barbados with Caitlyn Brevard once the woman’s plane finished refueling.

Jason emerged from the men’s room and stooped to gather his bags. Dan leaned toward him. “Give me a minute with Alexa, okay?”

The man sent him a knowing look, and nodded. “Hey, Flore. You wanna check out our plane?”

The girl bounced onto her toes—amazing what ample food and water, and a secure future, had done for her demeanor—and turned to Alexa. “May I?”

Alexa smiled. “Of course. I’m going to talk to Mr. Dan and then I’ll come get you.”

“Okay!” Flore skipped alongside Jason and Scott as they strode toward the small, luxury jet.

Dan faced Alexa. “She’s a lucky little girl.” He couldn’t help but touch Alexa’s hair. For the last time. His gut clenched. “You’re going to be a great mother.”

“God, I hope so.” She played with her watch for a second and then dropped her arms as if physically forcing herself to stop. “This isn’t how I wanted it to happen, but I don’t see another way.”

“You did what you had to do to save her.”

“But bending the rules to make it happen makes me no better than the black market child traders.”

“Like hell it doesn’t. You protected her at every step. You made sure you’re not taking her away from her family. You know for a fact that there’s no one willing or able to adopt her in her own country.” He shoved his hands in his pockets so he wouldn’t reach for Alexa. “You tried to follow the legal process. It’s not your fault St. Isidore is so damn corrupt.”

She held his gaze until his resolve not to touch her began to melt like wax under a flame. Her tongue darted out to wet her lips. “Is your proposal still on the table?” she asked.

His head jerked back. “What?” Had he heard her correctly?

“I realized this morning how badly I want to live, Dan. Really live, not just exist.” She laid her hands on his forearms. “I want to live with you.”

“Just like that.”

“No.” She shook her head. “I’ve always wanted to be with you. That’s never changed.” The words rushed from her sweet lips. “The difference is that I’m not going to punish myself anymore. I know it seems sudden, but I promise I’m not going to change my mind. The last thing I want to do is hurt you again.” A tear tracked down her bruised cheek. “I did what you said, you know, asking Despina what she thought. Or, at least I tried to imagine myself in her place. And you were right. I think the only thing she would blame me for is wasting my good fortune with a life half-lived.

“I know I’m springing this on you, and you don’t have to answer me now. There’s a lot to consider. Like Flore. I don’t even know if you’d want to be her dad…” She stepped closer, and he let her take his hands, bringing them together against her breast. “But I love you, Dan. I have since our first week together three years ago.” She kissed his knuckles. “I never stopped.”

His brain reeled as she slipped her fingers beneath her neckline and retrieved her locket, opening the clasp to reveal two small pictures, curled from water damage. One showed a pretty blonde who had to be Despina. He could see the resemblance to Alexa in the shape of her face and her wide smile.

The other picture was of him.

“I cut this from one of the photos of Vinh’s party after your team left the island. I’ve been carrying you next to my heart for three years, Dan, but really, you’ve been inside my heart the whole time.”

A tremor ran through him. He wanted to believe her so badly it hurt. He was so close to having the woman—and the family—he’d desired for years. If he could just reach out and take what she offered.

She rose onto her tiptoes and kissed him softly, a gentle brush of the lips that ended much too quickly. “I’ll wait. However long it takes for you to be ready,” she whispered. She kissed him again and then held his gaze, pleading with her gorgeous blue eyes. “Don’t you get it? There’s no one else for me. There never will be.”

Hearing his own words echoed back to him stole his breath. When had he become such a coward? Where was his fucking warrior spirit? He knew better than anyone how few guarantees life offered. Alexa stood before him offering everything his heart desired—begging him just as he’d begged her—and he was hesitating. You’re a goddamned fool, Molina.

Time to change that.

He looked into her eyes—captivated by all the shades of blue that sparkled there—and moved closer until he met her luscious, warm, welcoming mouth. Then he gave her the kind of kiss he’d been craving for days. A deep, desperate, soul-baring kiss that left them both breathing hard.

“Marry me,” he said.

She gave him the brilliant smile he’d missed so much and launched herself into his arms. “Yes.”




















CHAPTER EIGHTEEN




THE FOLLOWING EVENING, DAN SLOUCHED into a plastic chair on the patio of an old South Carolina mansion-turned-bed-and-breakfast and watched Mr. and Mrs. Mick Fury take their first dance.

It was about fucking time those two were happy.

And maybe it was his turn. He’d hated to leave Alexa and Flore in Barbados, but he wouldn’t miss Mick’s wedding for anything. So here he was, surrounded by his best friends, just steps from the beach under sparkling lights strung between giant oak trees to create a festive atmosphere for the wedding reception.

“Hey,” Tara said, settling into the chair next to him. “You seem distracted.”

Dan grinned and watched Mick dance too close to his bride on the wooden floor the B&B’s event crew had laid over the grass. Jenna’s cheeks were pink, but her smile was huge. “Because you won’t dance with me.”

Tara laughed and several men’s heads turned. She had that effect on most of the male population. “You’re so full of shit. If you hadn’t walked down the aisle with me, you wouldn’t have noticed I was here.”

He looked at her then. She was stunning in a clingy, red gown that came up to her neck but had no sleeves. “I’m sorry.” He swirled his glass of bourbon. “I’ve been a bit preoccupied.”

“Let me guess. A certain strawberry blonde do-gooder with loads of cash.”

“Yeah.”

“Well, if she doesn’t want you, she’s an idiot,” Tara said. “I’d totally be into you if I liked, you know,” she gestured toward him with both hands, “freakishly tall, muscular guys.”

He laughed. She did like tall, muscular guys. Or at least she had. Her asshat of an ex-boyfriend may have put an end to her affinity for that portion of the population. “I’m five-ten. That’s hardly ‘freakishly tall.’”

“It is when you’re not even five feet.” She leaned back and took a sip of beer straight from the bottle. Even a few months ago, he would have thought Tara was the kind of woman he should be with. Beautiful, fun, maybe a little messed up—but who wasn’t?—and surprisingly down to earth despite her always-perfect appearance. And hell, she could shoot a gun.

But now he only had one type. “I appreciate your support. But I don’t need it.” He couldn’t hold back a smile. “I think things are going to work out for me this time.”

“Good. You deserve it.” She stood and clinked her bottle against his glass. “I’m going to mingle. You should do the same.”

“Thanks, Mom.”

She winked and sashayed over to where Mick’s younger brother Adam stood talking to Kurt.

Dan stared out over the ocean. The setting sun danced over the waves, shooting off sparks that reminded him of Alexa’s gorgeous hair. He should take her and Flore to meet his grandmother in Albuquerque. Things were looking up, but it had been a rough week, and his grandma had a way of realigning his world that he could really use right now. And she would absolutely adore Flore.

“Dude, I know you’re not a party guy, but could you try to look at least a little bit interested in my wedding?” Mick plopped down in the seat Tara had vacated and set a bottle of IPA on the table.

“Sorry.” Dan tore his gaze away from the water. His friend hadn’t lost his grin the entire afternoon. Not that anyone could blame him. “I’m happy for you, man. You did good.”

Mick glanced at his new bride, who was on the other side of the dance floor chatting with guests. “Yeah, I did.”

Jenna caught his look and smiled back, blushing clear to her neckline.

“I wish Rob were here,” Mick said, fiddling with the label on his beer bottle, clearly lost in thoughts of his best friend, Jenna’s brother. The man had kept them apart in life, but he’d brought them together in death.

At least something good had come from their loss.

“Me too, man.” Dan cleared his throat. Everyone missed Rob. “He would have approved.”

Mick glanced at him. “That’s what Jenna says. I’m not so sure.”

“All he wanted was for her to be happy. To be with someone who loved her and treated her well. If he could see you now, the way you are together, he would have gladly given her away today.”

The new groom nodded and ducked his head. “Thanks.” He gripped Dan’s shoulder with surprising strength, given that he’d been shot only months before. “Now tell me what’s going on.”

Dan took another sip of his drink and watched the waves roll relentlessly up the beach and back down, in time to the steady beat from the band. “Do you remember Alyssa Drake?”

“Queen Alyssa-bitch?”

Dan smiled. He’d nearly forgotten the moniker Mick had come up with after she dumped Dan three years ago. “Yeah. Turns out she’s actually Alexa Alyssandratos.”

Mick’s jaw dropped. “She’s related to that shipping mogul?”

“His daughter.”

“No shit?” His friend let out a low whistle. “That might explain a few things. How’d you find out?”

“Kurt sent me to St. Iz this week to rescue her from SIR after she was kidnapped.”

Mick frowned. “Wow, talk about shitty coincidences. Is she okay?”

“She’s fine. And it wasn’t a coincidence. Her father asked for me specifically. Apparently he’s had a guy watching her for years and he knew our history.” He drew designs in the condensation on his glass with his thumbnail. “Speaking of which, we’re back together.”

Mick’s eyes narrowed. “You’re letting her do it to you again?”

“No, it’s good.” He’d known his friends wouldn’t understand. Not yet. “I asked her to marry me. She said yes.”

“Jesus.” Mick straightened. “You move fast.”

“You’re one to talk.”

“Yeah, but I wasn’t burned before.”

Dan frowned. “You can’t tell me you didn’t use other women to fill the void when you couldn’t have Jenna.”

His friend scowled but gave him a conceding look.

“Instead of a whole stable of women, I just picked one and married her. We both deserved better.” And thanks to Alexa’s dad, he was finally out from under that mistake. Dan had been reluctant to take the money, but he didn’t want to start out his life with Alexa on financial footing even more unequal than they already had. At least he’d earned that money. “Alexa’s the only one I’ve ever wanted. Be happy for me, man.”

“I will be. As long as she treats you right.” Mick took a swig of beer and rose. “I’d better get back to my beautiful bride. But you owe me the whole story.”

“Deal. We’ll talk after your honeymoon.”




Three weeks later, Alexa lay next to Dan in the master bedroom of his Falls Church apartment. A quick trip to IKEA had turned his old office into a room for Flore.

She traced his shoulder and admired his naked body in the golden light of sunrise that filtered through the privacy sheers. They’d spent the last three weeks learning how to be a family. Dan was on leave from Steele until they got settled, and she’d started working with a therapist—as had Flore—determined not to let anything undermine her happy beginning.

The sessions weren’t easy, but she was already feeling better, lighter, just from talking about her sister. And she’d go to therapy for the rest of her life if it reassured Dan that she wasn’t going to change her mind. 

They were planning a small wedding for early autumn, and making love like there was no tomorrow. Her father even planned to attend. He’d been silent on her choice of husband—which was just fine with her—but she’d seen a tiny spark in him when he met Flore. That slightest hint of a thaw gave her hope.

And for now, Dan’s lovely grandmother would make up for any lack of affection on Alexa’s side of the family. Grandma Shue and Flore had bonded instantly during a two-night stopover in Albuquerque after the visit to Seattle.

Every morning, she thanked Despina and reminded herself that it was okay to be happy. By some unknown grace, she made Dan happy too. And he was so good with Flore…

How did I get so lucky?

Dan’s eyes opened and he looked up at her. “You waiting for a show?” he asked, his voice scratchy from sleep. He flexed his pecs, alternating between left and right, until she laughed.

“I’m waiting for you to get up.”

“I’m up.”

“Oh, yeah? Let me see.” Sliding one leg over his hip, she straddled him, settling over his erection as she kissed the spot on his neck that turned him into a wild man. “Mmm.”

“Woman…” He gripped her hips and rocked her against him. “Jesus,” he whispered. “It’s a wonder we ever leave the house.”

“Speaking of houses—”

“Shhh.” He lifted her up and entered her, groaning as she sank all the way down.

She abandoned her train of thought and gave herself over to the joy of being loved by this man, touching as much of him as she could reach, and humming her pleasure at the feel of his hands on her skin.

Later, when they had both caught their breath and their bodies had cooled, Alexa propped her head on one hand and faced him. “Okay, let’s talk house hunting.”

Dan covered his head and groaned. “Now?”

She lifted the pillow. “You’ve been avoiding this conversation all week. What’s going on?”

He tugged the sheet up to hide their nakedness and rubbed a hand over his face. Without looking at her, he said, “I don’t want money to be a thing between us, but this home search worries me.”

Her stomach knotted. Despite everything they’d been through, she knew the difference in their net worth bothered him. She tried to be sensitive to that while still providing for Flore. “I lived comfortably in shacks smaller than this bedroom for years. Trust me, I don’t need anything fancy.”

“I’m pretty sure your idea of fancy doesn’t jive with mine.” He sat up, all tousled and handsome, and looked down at her. “But I don’t want you to give up the good life just because I have issues.”

“Dan, I have no desire for the trappings of wealth that my dad has. All that stuff is for show. He needed it to prove to the world that he’d made it. But none of it ever made any of us happy.” She rose and faced him, stroking his cheek. “The things that matter to me can’t be packed into boxes. You and Flore are what’s most important.”

She slid from the bed and retrieved a stack of papers from the small desk tucked into a corner of the room. Tossing them on the bed, she said, “I know the D.C. area’s not cheap, but we have a chance to raise Flore—and our future children—in a multi-cultural setting with incredible opportunities. These are nice homes, not too big, in safe neighborhoods with good schools and a decent commute for both of us.”

He ignored her nudity and flipped through the listings. “I’ve looked at them. They’re all four bedrooms and at least three thousand square feet. We don’t need that much space.” Crumpling the top sheet, he said, “I doubt I can cover even half of the mortgage on any of these, never mind fill them with furniture.”

This is where it got tricky, she knew. He had so much pride. She climbed onto the bed and sat on his thighs so they were face to face, and took his jaw between her hands. “I want to have babies with you.”

His look softened and his lips parted, but she cut him off.

“I know it’s not strictly necessary, but I’d really like our children to have their own rooms. And a yard to play in with a neighborhood full of other kids. And access to a good education. And room for Grandma Shue to visit.”

“I want all those things for our children too,” he said. The “but” was evident in his voice.

She placed her fingertips on his lips. “Just hear me out.”

He watched her and waited.

“Most of my money came from my father. I didn’t do anything to earn it. But with your help, I’d like to continue to give away as much of it as possible.” She raked her fingers through his hair, loving the silky thickness of it. “But after all we’ve been through—together, apart—I think we deserve this one thing. A house.” And maybe a second one in St. Isidore, but that was a conversation for another day. “And then we spend the rest of our lives helping those who need it more than we do.

“I’d like to start with St. Isidore. I’ve been directing my money to NGOs working there for years, but there has to be a way to create jobs. Jobs for the families of children like Jazzie and Esther and Carter so they can finally bring them home. People who want to work and raise their children, but their lives have been torn apart by disaster. I want to help that island become strong again now that Frederick is gone and SIR has disintegrated. I want Flore to see the potential of her native country, the good in the people there.”

Dan nodded and toyed with a piece of her hair.

Buoyed, she said, “I’ll run the foundation, and you can keep working at Steele, or whatever you want.” She held her breath.

“And I’ll do my best to quit looking this gift horse in the mouth.” He sighed and kissed her. “Especially since the only mouth I’m interested in is yours.”

She smiled and said, “One more thing.”

“What’s that?”

“I want to keep my name.”

He tilted his head as if thinking it over. “I’m okay with that.”

“It wasn’t up for debate.” She gave him a mock punch to the arm. “But I mean Alyssa.”

“Really?” He sat back against the headboard and studied her. “Why?”

“Because the two people I love most in this world know me as Alyssa. Alexa is that poor little rich girl full of grief and guilt. Alyssa is strong enough to break free of that baggage and take the life she wants.”

Leaning forward, she whispered in his ear. “And I love it when you call me Lys.”

He grinned.

“I love you,” she said. She’d held the words in for so long, she found herself dropping them on him with ridiculous frequency now. 

Dan leaned forward and wrapped his arms around her, kissing a trail to the base of her neck and lingering there until she melted against him. “I love you too, Lys.”
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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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