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PROLOGUE
 
The slight tremor betrays me. The trembling in my fingers resembles the small shifts in the earth that happen before a major earthquake strikes. The shaking intensifies until the cell phone falls from my hand, strikes the tile floor, and bounces a few feet away from me. Fuck. This happens every night. I snatch up the phone and set it down on the counter. Then I grab the bottle of Don Julio I opened earlier and refill my glass. I toss back the contents. 
The rage simmering inside of my gut burns hotter than the expensive tequila traveling down my throat. Those Navy SEAL pendejos. They murdered my brother and decimated our drug and human trafficking business. Our operations were running like clockwork in Chihuahua and Sonora. We were making mucho dinero—enough to buy silk shirts and shiny shoes, Black Lincoln SUVs, second homes—even yachts and private planes. Life was good. Until those American bastards invaded our territory and destroyed everything. 
I worked too hard for the lifestyle I had attained. I wasn’t willing to give it up. After securing a route to the Pacific via the Panama Canal, I flew to St. Petersburg and formed an alliance with an Eastern European arms smuggling organization. I told them I had potential buyers in Mexico. They agreed to deliver the goods to my yacht, which would wait to receive shipments on the other side of the Panama Canal. I returned to Mexico, needing to find a distribution channel. The Sinaloa cartel was more than a little interested. So, we formed a fortuitous alliance. 
I moved my wife and three children to a comfortable hacienda in Mazatlán. I salvaged some of what was lost. But it’s not enough. My brother is dead. I’ve lost my chance to lead an organized crime group. I was so close to becoming the man who decided who lived and who died. And how they died. Watching a man plead for his life and then taking it in the most painful manner imaginable—now that is power. And I will get it back. I will have my revenge. 
Those SEALs fucked me over. I’d like to kill every one of those goddamn bastards. But I know it isn’t an option. The United States always brings in their big guns whenever someone steps on their toes. But I’ll have my vengeance. They can’t do a damn thing if they don’t know what hit them. My attack will be stealthy. After months spent conjuring up a plan, tonight I’ll put it into action. The bastard I want to kill the most will disappear—not in Mexico, but on U.S. soil. And no one will ever know what happened to him. Only me. Because I have very special plans for him. Very special plans indeed.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER ONE
 
Logan
 
 
Whenever we’re not deployed, I meet up with my SEAL brothers once a week at a sports bar. My rank is Master Chief and I play tough guy when there’s a job to do, but tonight I’m just one of the guys. This time I spend shooting the shit with my team builds morale. 
 Aaron, Josh, and Tyler are the only ones who’ve showed so far tonight. The lights are low, but not too dim to get an eyeful of the hot women with short skirts and big tits delivering drinks. A hot-looking blonde woman walks toward us, swaying her hips and giving us a big smile. She must be new here. I’m sure I haven’t seen her here before. That’s not the kind of body a man could easily forget. “Hi, I’m Danielle. Can I get you handsome boys a beer?” she asks in a breathy voice.
Boys? I guess that gives me license to return the serve. “That would be real nice, princess.” We don’t deviate much when it comes to beverages. “A pitcher of Dos Equis. And a double cheeseburger.”
Tyler orders a chicken sandwich. Josh orders two double cheeseburgers and an extra side order of fries. The regular order comes with way more than I can ever scarf down. I swear the man’s got a tape worm living inside him. Aaron’s gaze is fastened on Danielle’s tits. Hard to tell if they’re real or not. I nudge him. “She’s waiting for you, Davis. I ordered the beer. What do you want to eat?”
“Oh, uh… An order of buffalo wings, please.” He gazes up at her for a moment, then licks his lips as his gaze descends. He’s salivating more for pussy than for food right now, it would seem. 
“I’ll be right back with your beer. Food should be ready in about ten minutes.” The waitress smiles wide enough to show us her cosmetically whitened teeth one more time and then spins away from us and walks away. Bet she practiced that move over and over again. I glance at her ass and wish I could practice a different kind of move with her. Maybe later. If Aaron doesn’t get to her first.
 “I guess Ethan isn’t going to make it,” Tyler remarks.
“Big surprise. I bet he hasn’t left Mia’s apartment since we got back,” I say snidely. Mia’s one of several women we rescued on a mission near Nogales, Mexico. They were being held hostage by a major human and drug trafficking organization. Patterson fell for Mia almost instantly. Ethan’s not usually the type to get distracted. Post-mission, I assigned him to protect Mia since the cartel was still after her. Instead, he invited her into his bed. At first, I was pissed as hell.
But I couldn’t hold it against him for long. He did a damn good job protecting Mia and she recalled key information that led to a follow-up mission that completely disabled the Cortez cartel. I’m jealous of what they have. Ethan never seems to leave his place when we’re in town, so obviously the sex is amazing, but there’s more. There’s an understanding between the two of them that’s unique—and hard to find, especially for men like us. 
Ethan and Mia have both been through hell and somehow made it back again. Patterson, with his best friend’s death on a mission. Mia, having been beaten, starved, and raped countless times when she was trafficked. She’s faced more than her share of hardships for a woman her age. Maybe that’s why she has the perseverance to stay with him even when he disappears for months at a time, and why she’s willing to deal with the tough times even when romantic bliss must sometimes seem long lost. 
Most women aren’t like Mia, though. They want a man that comes home every night, they expect to be wooed with fancy dinners and expensive jewelry. Or that’s been my experience anyway. I wish I could connect to a woman on a deeper level. Meet a woman who understands what motivates me, what excites me, what makes me tick. Then I could enjoy something more than a quick hookup. I’ve got needs and desires like any other man. But most women don’t get what my life’s like enough for me to move into relationship territory. Women think it’s glamorous dating a Master Chief SEAL up until I disappear for three months. By the time the mission’s over, they’ve long forgotten me. And since there wasn’t much there to go on to begin with, I didn’t much care.
A young woman with long, jet-black hair and the palest, smoothest skin I’ve ever seen strides toward us, her hips swinging, wearing a black leather skirt so tight it looks like a second skin. I can almost imagine her round breasts naked—they’re hugged so tight by a silvery Lycra tank top. The way she licks her red painted lips and gives me the once over as her gaze sweeps over me tells me I could easily score. 
“Good evening, gentlemen.”
“Hello, beautiful. Can we buy you a drink?”
“Sure.” She pulls up a bar stool and scoots closer, bumping against me as she perches herself inches away.
My gaze wanders up the length of her, starting with her curvy thighs and moving on up to the flare of her hips, her Lycra-hugged breasts, and the creamy skin peering out above her tank top. My SEAL brothers—other than Josh, who is gay—seem equally fascinated with her. “You wanna tell us your name?”
“I’m Akari.” Her voice has a noticeable accent. I’m thinking she’s Japanese. She’s definitely most delectable woman I’ve seen in forever.
“Nice to meet you, Akari. I’m Logan. And these are my buddies Aaron, Josh, and Tyler.” 
The guys acknowledge her and make small talk to keep the conversation going. But she barely seems to notice them. Her searing gaze remains riveted on me the whole time. I’m her target. The man she wants in her bed tonight. Which works for me. Our last mission lasted more than a month. And I’m so horny, I could explode with one touch of those long, delicate manicured fingers. My cock stiffens at the thought, and I fight to settle it down.
Danielle returns with our beer.
I place my hand on Akari’s shoulder. “What would you like to drink?”
“A Piña Colada.”
I imagine her red lips sipping on a straw. Then I see my cock sliding in and out of that beautiful mouth. Holy fuck. I clear my throat. “A Piña Colada for the pretty lady, please.”
“Sure thing.” Danielle gives me a knowing wink before doing a well-choreographed spin on her toes and walking away.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWO
 
 
After two more rounds of drinks, Akari leans in close, brushing her lips against my cheek. The jasmine scent of her perfume and the sensual, featherlike kiss makes my head spin. “You want to go somewhere we can be alone, Logan?” she whispers.
Every nerve ending in my body screams a resounding Hell yes! She doesn’t have to ask twice. “Sure, why not?” Although, I’ve never deserted the guys on a night out, I’m sure they’ll understand this is a rare opportunity. I always carry condoms in my pocket, but rarely get the opportunity to use them.
I quickly say goodbye to the guys and accompany Akari out to the parking lot. She clings to my arm, peppering my neck with kisses. I can’t wait to get her clothes off and bury myself inside her. “Let’s go to my place.” I steer her toward my car. 
She jerks away from me and frowns. “No, I want to drive. We go to my place.” Her gaze looks almost cold for an instant. But then the intoxicating heat once I answer.
“Okay, no problem. Where do you live?”
She grabs my arm and tugs me in a different direction. “La Jolla.”
Shit, really? Who has enough money to live there? My brother has an investment firm there and makes good money, but not enough to live there. “La Jolla? Sounds fine.”
She releases my arm and points a manicured finger toward a silver Mercedes. Damn fancy car. Exactly what someone living in La Jolla would drive. All you see around there are Bimmers, Mercedes, Audis, and Jags. She might not find my Dodge Charger up to her standards anyway. I walk around toward the passenger side and after she unlocks the door, I slide into the smooth leather seat beside her. “Nice car.”
“I think so.” She maneuvers out of the parking lot and deftly merges into traffic. 
Soon we’re on the freeway. She accelerates to at least 80 and changes lanes and weaves around slow-moving cars like she’s driving a car in a video game. She’s got good reaction time. My gaze wanders over her body. That could play to my advantage later tonight.
I find myself unsure of what to say. Should I ask her about work? No, that would sound lame. Shit. I’m nervous as hell. It was easy talking to her in the bar with the guys around and all the noise and distraction. But now that I’m alone with Akari, it’s awkward. Why am I so amped up over this? It hasn’t been that long since my last hookup. But they’ve always been on my terms before. I’m not used to relinquishing control. Riding in some woman’s car. Going to her place in some rich-ass neighborhood. Too many unknowns. 
I don’t have much difficulty getting laid. But I’m not exactly a chick magnet. So why did this gorgeous, rich woman walk into that bar and pick me out of the crowd? It doesn’t make much sense. Akari glances my way, pressing her lips together. Is it possible she’s nervous, too? But why? 
“You live in San Diego?” Her skin looks flawless under the dashboard lights.
“Mission Bay.”
“Have you lived there long?”
“Yeah, that’s where I grew up.” It’s a lie. It’s true that I live in Mission Bay—and that my parents do, too. But I don’t want to tell her I grew up on a naval base or that my parents now live two blocks away from me. Or that my brother Steve works in La Jolla and my sister Nicole is going to nursing school in Tucson. This is a hookup. The woman doesn’t want or need to know my life story. It’s unlikely I’ll see her again after tonight.
She exits the freeway on the La Jolla Parkway. After driving a few miles down Torrey Pines, she turns left on a steep street called Hillside Drive. She maneuvers the car up the steep, winding road. I have to cement my lips together to keep my mouth from falling open when she turns into a driveway. Her house is a fucking mansion. Some Spanish Hacienda kind of place. The view of the Pacific must be amazing from up here. She pushes a button on the visor and the garage door opens. 
The cement floor has been painted white. All her tools and articles in the garage are tidily hanging from hooks or arranged neatly on shelves. A bicycle and a sea kayak hang from the ceiling. It could be my parents’ garage. My dad’s a retired Navy officer and spends every minute of the day fixing anything that breaks in the house and keeping the yard and garage in perfect order. 
Inside, Akari quickly asks me if I’d like red or white wine. “A glass of Cab would be nice,” I say. “Thanks.”
“Sure. Let me get it.”
“Your place is beautiful.”
“I’m glad you like it.” I hear the click of her high heels on the marble floor as she heads toward the kitchen. I walk in a trance toward an enormous glass window, admiring the view of the sparkling lights along the Pacific shoreline and the moonlit water. 
She touches my arm gently, which brings me out of my reverie, and hands me my glass of wine. “What do you think?”
“Amazing.” I take a sip of wine and turn away from the window to face her.
“How do you like the wine?”
I’m not much of a wine guy, but the taste seems sharp, almost bitter. “It’s good,” I lie. Maybe now’s the time to kiss her.
“You haven’t seen anything yet.” There’s a grin on her face. Not sensual. The twist of her red lips appears wicked, almost hostile.
Maybe she’s into the kinky stuff. She could have a closet full of handcuffs and other BDSM paraphernalia. I take another sip as I consider the possibilities. I wonder what it would be like to chain those slender wrists to the headboard. To slap her bare ass. And then my whole world seems to tip on its axis. The twinkling lights outside dip and sway. My glass slips from my hand. What a bumbler. I’ve spilled expensive wine on her immaculate floors. “I’m sorry.” My voice comes out slurred. Damn. I’m so screwed. Why didn’t I listen to my gut? My instinct earlier was right. A woman this wealthy and gorgeous wanting me was too good to be true, I think, before darkness claims me.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THREE
 
Hannah
 
 
Restless. That’s the best way to describe my state of mind lately. Trading the chaos of my fast-paced life in Europe for a sleepy Mexican town on the Sea of Cortez seemed like a good idea at the time. I needed a break from the stress, so I asked for a six-month leave of absence from work. 
At first, I enjoyed my vacation-like life. I swam in the sea every morning and took long beach walks. I bought books and actually read them. But before long, I was drinking almost as much Tecate as the weekend partiers that drive here from Hermosillo. Don’t get me wrong, I liked having no place to go and no commitments. But one day I woke up, drank my coffee, did my workout and realized I was bored out of my skull. I didn’t know what to do with myself the rest of the day. Without a purpose, I felt empty and useless. 
I guess this leave of absence wasn’t such a good idea. I feel weighed down by boredom and depression. I’m not sleeping well. All day, I feel edgy and anxious. I tried upping the ante on my training—a two-hour swim daily after a 5K run, but it’s still not cutting it. What the hell I’m going to do with myself for two more months is the big fat question.
Like much of Mexico, this part of Sonora often ends up on the State Department warning list. Kidnappings, robberies, murder—people read about them and decide not to risk going to Mexico. Of course, all that shit happens in the States, too, but there’s something more terrifying to Americans about cartel violence because they don’t understand it. School and mall shootings are something they’re used to hearing about. For some reason, everyday people with a screw loose out killing innocent victims is less terrifying than hired assassins hunting down and executing people. I’m not sure why. Violence in Mexico is rarely random. If you’re not involved with the cartels, there’s little chance you’ll ever be a victim. When you go to a Walmart in the US, you never know if some wacko is going to walk in and start shooting. 
You read about sicario attacks in the local headlines or hear it spoken about in hushed conversations in bars and restaurants. Two teen boys found bound and gagged in an abandoned car, murdered in cold blood by someone with a high-caliber rifle. A man shot dead outside a movie theater. A neighborhood riddled with bullets as a warning. The threat of cartel violence constantly lingers in the air.
 Yet millions of Americans retire in Mexico. Most of them are oblivious to the undercurrent. They pretend they’re still in the States, living in condominiums filled with English-speaking people. They play cards and host margarita parties and work on their tans. They avoid learning and speaking Spanish like it’s a contagious disease. They rarely form friendships with the native people.
I find it comical. So many of them are clueless. They tell everyone they have this perfect life at the beach, while they slowly descend into a mindless life, playing bridge once a week and numbing their brains with alcohol. It seems like such a waste. 
When people back home ask them how they can live down here, they tell everyone that expatriates tend to be safe in Mexico. That if you’re not involved with the cartels, you don’t need to worry. And that’s basically true. 
But once in a while someone sticks his or her nose where they shouldn’t and ends up being the next gory headline. That’s my problem. I feel that undertow of trouble everywhere I go. I notice everything. It’s practically in my DNA. 
Two days ago, while I was sweeping my front side walk, I saw a man wearing aviator sunglasses sitting in a parked car in front of a house three down from mine. He was still there two hours later. During my beach walk earlier this morning, I saw two men standing together. One passed a bulky envelope—likely full of pesos—to another man in exchange for a package that must have contained heroin or meth. Yesterday, I heard a guy sitting in a beach chair talking on his cell mention sicarios and policia and transferencias a un banco. His conversation never slowed as I walked by. He assumed since I’m anglo, that no entiendo español. But I’m fluent in Spanish. Lately, I’ve started pretending I’m not. Because I’m too close to too many things I shouldn’t know about. 
For months the house next door was unoccupied. Real estate signs hung in the windows on the street and the beach side. Then on the first of April, a man moved in. Almost a month ago today. He’s a good-looking man—tall and athletic with a mustache and a full head of dark wavy hair. I’ve spoken to him a few times in passing. His name is Francisco Martinez. Or that’s what he told me anyway. I have a way of not trusting anyone. Of always expecting that people have a dark past, a hidden agenda. I’m sure this hunch is right on with this guy. He always seems to be up to something. Now, he’s striding across his back deck, smoking a nasty smelling cigar and talking to someone on his cell. Pacing, pausing his steps, and then pacing again.
I step out on my deck carrying a watering can, offering him a wave and a flirtatious smile before I tend to the potted plants decorating my deck. He doesn’t return my greeting. He doesn’t even seem to notice me. It’s eight thirty in the morning. My house is elevated high on a coastal hillside overlooking the water. The Sea of Cortez, stretching out below where I stand, is so calm today it looks like a huge sheet of glass. The rocky island of Alcatraz juts out from the blue-gray water and endless miles of rugged volcanic coastline are clearly visible because the air is so clear. Francisco keeps talking. I often listen in on his conversations. There’s a strong sea breeze blowing but I manage to catch a few words. Something about transferring someone. A Navy SEAL. What? Before I can stop myself, I jerk my head up and look toward him. His gaze swings my way. He instantly flags my interest. 
A chill races down my spine. That ruthless flash in his dark eyes and the wicked twist to his lips says he’d like to fuck me for the hell of it, that if I get in his way, he’ll slit my throat without remorse, possibly with pleasure. This is what I came down here to escape. People who want to kill me. Situations that will trigger my PTSD. But something’s wrong with me. For some reason—no matter how hard I try—I can’t settle down. The word relax isn’t in my vocabulary. I’m wired for the adrenaline rush life, for teetering on the edge, for risk. Sitting around with nothing to do every day means I’m slowly descending into madness.
He strides away from me, entering his house and slamming the sliding door shut behind him. I should pretend I didn’t overhear his conversation. I should walk back in the house and don a frumpy muumuu dress and go play canasta with the retired people. Okay, so I’m thirty years too young for that. I might not fit in too well with the expat social crowd. But I could fake it, right? 
I let out a long sigh. That will never happen. That would be too normal. Too unlike me. Getting myself into trouble is what I’m wired for. So, I’ll rivet my gaze on my neighbor’s house. Watch who’s coming and who’s going. And I won’t sleep a wink until I figure out what the hell Francisco is up to. 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FOUR
 
Logan
 
 
I awaken, feeling like my forehead’s been struck by an axe. Damn. It’s not just my head that throbs with pain. Every muscle in my body is screaming almost as loud as it would after engaging in an all-night military exercise. Opening my eyes seems like too much of a strain. I rub my throbbing head and realize I’m blindfolded. “What the fuck?”
“Good morning, Mister Master Chief. That’s what they call you, isn’t it?”
The man has an accent. Mexican, I think. “Who the hell are you and where the fuck am I?” I suddenly flash back to the night out with the guys and the hot woman I left with. Akari. I wanted to take her to my place but I let her talk me into going to her house. I should have known she had an agenda. I let her take control, naively accepted that proffered glass of wine. Shit. I know better than to drink anything in a stranger’s house. I fell for the oldest trick in the book.
“We’ll inform you of that in due time. But first, you will go to my uncle’s house. I must tell you, he’s very angry. He doesn’t like that you killed his brother and nearly destroyed his business.”
 “I don’t understand.”
“I think you do. Your SEAL team had to come down here and meddle where they don’t belong. You fucked up everything for Francisco.”
Damn. I wonder where they’re taking me. If they’ve taken me across the border already, I’m fucked. Really fucked. Our operations to rescue trafficked women and take out gang leaders went down more than a year ago. Our team eliminated most of the key players in the Cortez cartel, but of course one bad seed had to remain. And now this Francisco wants revenge. My ass in a sling. 
If I’m delivered to a cartel boss, my body’s likely to end up in pieces. Who knew someone would plan a grab in the States. Someone must have been watching my movements for months. Waiting for me to let my guard down. I made a dumb ass move all right, thinking I was safe in my home territory. Now, I’m miles away from safety—a hostage. 
I wonder if my team knows I’m missing yet. They might not find out until I’m a no show for our scheduled briefing for our meeting at 1100 hours at the Silver Strand. 
“What do you want? Money?”
The man laughs. “No, I don’t think my uncle will want to deal in that kind of currency.”
I don’t answer. I can already imagine what he’s going to say.
“You don’t have any more questions? Maybe that is because you already know the answers, Master Chief.” He laughs again. “My boss has a very specific form of currency in which he wants to be paid. With your blood.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FIVE
 
Hannah
 
 
It’s 10 AM. I planned to go buy groceries at the mercado, but there’s no way I’m leaving now. I can’t miss out on the action. Something’s going down. I have to know why Francisco mentioned a Navy SEAL. He’s either going to pick up a prisoner or someone’s being brought to his house. I sit in a padded leather chair by one of the front windows, keeping my profile discreetly behind the curtain, and wait. I barely blink, watching the mostly silent street. 
 I’m like a bloodhound onto a scent. The phone conversation got me nosing through the woods, hunting for prints, broken branches, anything to indicate I’m on the right track. And I know I am. Instinct tells me my prey is near. 
I glance at my watch once, twice, then a third time. Two hours pass—still nothing. I could pee for sure, but I won’t. In the blink of an eye I could miss something. And I’m used to holding it. That’s what people in my line of work learn to do—suffer discomfort without complaint until after a while the pain barely registers anymore. 
I sit quietly waiting, thinking. And then the car appears, slowly approaching—a black SUV with tinted windows. I’d be willing to bet money it’s headed to Francisco’s place. Seconds later, the vehicle turns into his driveway. I do a fist pump. I knew it. It’s good to know I haven’t lost all my instincts. 
The driver exits the car first, his stocky, muscular body outfitted in black. He tidies his slicked back dark hair and removes his aviator shades. He glances around, as if looking to see if anyone’s watching. He nods, toward whom, I’m not sure. Most people living around here work in Hermosillo or are snowbirds. Now that the summer heat is here, most of the gringos have headed north for cooler weather. The working folks don’t get home until after 5 PM or later. Mischief can go largely unnoticed this time of day, which I’m sure these people know. 
I shrink further from the window, because I can’t chance being seen. Francisco emerges from the house and strides toward the car. His brows drawn together, his stride stiff, he’s like a dark cloud moving toward the car. As he walks, he kneads his palms with his thumbs. The side door of the backseat opens. Two men step out of the car, side-by-side, like Siamese twins. One is dark-skinned and Hispanic. The other man appears to be an American. The Navy SEAL, I imagine. His shortly cropped hair looks flattened around the sides as if he’s been recently blindfolded. A purple bruise mars one side of his chiseled face. 
The man gripping the American’s arm with one hand jabs a gun into his back with his other. I wonder what this SEAL did to piss Francisco off. I can see murder and vengeance written in the deep lines in his face. 
But my gaze is magnetically drawn away from the hard lines of Francisco’s face toward the SEAL. Damn. The man’s an eyeful. The longer I stare at him, the more my hormones—that seemed to have lost their appetite for sex—kick into overdrive. His hair is reddish blond and close enough cropped to showcase every eye-pleasing angle of his wide, finely hewn face. I lick my lips and savor the view of his sleek jawline, high cheekbones and slightly square chin. His lips are full and sensual, bracketed by the deepest, hottest looking dimples I’ve ever seen. He’s squinting in the bright sunlight and too far away for me to see the color of his eyes.
No fear registers on his face. He holds his chin high, his features remain rigid and dignified. I can’t help admiring the man for maintaining steely resolve in the face of danger. He must know he has only a slim chance of getting out of this situation alive. But that body… The blue button up shirt stretches tightly across his broad shoulders and muscular chest. Damn. And those tight jeans showcase his well-formed thigh muscles. A view of his tight butt would make my day for sure. Blood rushes to my nipples, hardening them to peaks, and I feel a pulse of needy heat between my thighs. I’d almost forgotten what it’s like to feel this kind of desire. I haven’t gotten laid for—gulp—more than four months.
Sex has rarely crossed my mind since I asked for a leave of absence. It was one hell of a shit day that made me decide to take the time off. I lost all motivation. All desire to do much of anything. I could barely drag myself out of bed in the morning. I couldn’t work when I was like that. One day changed my life. And since then, I’ve been going through the motions, taking forward steps on a treadmill, but going nowhere. I no longer dream about advancing my career or a supercharged romance. I’ve become the master of low expectations.
But now I see someone that I want. The Navy SEAL. The sight of him instantly gave me a jolt of energy. I feel like I’ve been injected with adrenaline. Like I’m alive again. The erotic tingle in my erogenous zones is a wake-up call, reminding me my life isn’t over just yet. So much for that fear my hormones were permanently shut down and that I’d never have a sex drive again. I just needed the right man around to remind me that all my nerve endings are functioning just fine. I shift around in my chair as heat blossoms between my legs. My panties feel damp with arousal. Geez. Staring at this guy long enough could probably bring on a full-blown orgasm.
I shouldn’t fantasize about kissing his firm lips and touching his to-die-for body. I need to get my head out of the clouds now. This gorgeous man is a hostage. Francisco sure as hell hasn’t invited the SEAL here for almuerzo. His life is in immediate danger. More than likely, the minute they get him off the street, they’ll shoot him execution style or torture him.
I’m hot dude’s only chance. I’ve got to act. Fast. The clock is running, and I might have only minutes to turn this around. Maybe I can create a distraction. Before I have a chance to think, I bounce up from my chair and burst out my front door. “David, is that you? It’s me, Hannah.” I rush toward the men. But my gaze is fixated on the Navy SEAL. I take a step toward him, my voice softening. “It is you. You still look the same as I remember. It’s been so long since we were at UCLA. I always wondered what happened to you.”
The man’s mouth falls open. He stares at me with wide, sea blue eyes. I blink twice to regain my focus. The man’s eyes stimulate my senses as much as the rest of him. They’re completely mesmerizing. There’s a moment of hesitation before he speaks. “Hannah.” His voice trails off. 
Francisco frowns, placing his hands on his hips as he looks at the SEAL, then back at me. “Wait. His name’s not David.”
When the SEAL meets my gaze, I see flecks of warm gold in his eyes. He’s looking at me as if he’s remembering something, something wild and erotic. He’s playacting, but behind it, he’s a bundle of nerves. I see the slight tic in his jaw, hear the barely detectable tremor in his voice. “Oh, yes, now I remember you. We met that night at the Tri Delta mixer. And then—”
This is going quite well so far. Now to give Francisco the illusion I’m helpless and weak. “I had so much fun that night and when you took me to that steak place for dinner. I always wondered if you tried to call. I got really sick suddenly. My phone was stolen after I collapsed.”
“That’s awful. I did try to call. So many times.”
 “I was rushed to the hospital. The doctors diagnosed me as having MS, said I needed to rest, that I wouldn’t have the energy for school or work. I dropped out of school and lived with my parents for a while. Eventually, I was able to find some online writing work and saved up enough money to move down here. Living in Mexico is relatively cheap. And the sea air does me good.”
“I’m sorry, Hannah. I wish I had known. I kept wondering what happened. I heard rumors that you were ill, that you had left school, but when you didn’t answer my calls, I figured it was over between us. I wish I had known the truth.”
“That’s very kind of you to say. But I’m okay now. I’m getting by. And I like the slow-paced life down here…It has been good for m—” 
Francisco’s face has darkened several shades. He takes an ominous step toward me. His voice cuts through the tension-filled air like a knife. “Señorita, go back in your house and take your pills. Mr. Harris and I have business to discuss.”
I notice the red marks on the American’s wrist where he must have been tied up. But now he’s free. The man’s a fortress built of sheer muscle. He could probably escape if both of us acted quickly. “Oh, yes, of course.” I glance at the American one last time with longing eyes and a sexy wink. “I’d love it if you’d drop by after you finish your meeting, David. I just made a fresh batch of chocolate chip cookies. We could have a cup of tea and reminisce about the good old d—”
“He won’t have time for that. Now go.”
When the men aren’t looking in my direction, I nod toward the American. Quickly he reaches for the weapon in the guard’s hand and twists sharply. I hear the violent crunch of breaking bone. The man drops to his knees, shrieking in agony. Leaping in the air, I aim a roundhouse kick toward Francisco’s chest, launching him across the lawn. 
The SEAL points the gun he’s grabbed at the driver. “Don’t move or you’re dead.”
The driver, standing, immobile with a stunned look on his face, holds his hands up.
I lunge toward him and order him to give me the keys. “Let’s get out of here.” The instant we’re in the car, I peel out of the driveway and drive fast down the street.
“Where the hell are we?” the man asks. “And how did you do that?”
“Don’t you want to tell me your name before you start asking questions?”
“I’m Master Chief Logan Harris.” His voice is deep and resonant.
“I’m Hannah. I’m big on brevity so I hope it’s okay if I leave off the Master Chief part.”
He laughs, deepening the dimples next to his mouth. “Of course.”
“My name actually is Hannah. Francisco knew my name anyway, so I figured it wouldn’t do much good to lie. This place is Kino Bay. It’s on the Sea of Cortez, west of Hermosillo in the state of Sonora.”
“So, you live next door to him.”
“I have a six-month rental contract on the place. But I guess I won’t be going back there for a while.”
“Damn.” His jaw clenches. “Is it true you have Multiple Sclerosis?”
“Hell, no. I’m healthy as a horse. I made all that shit up.” My body’s in top shape at least. Best not mention my state of mind.
“Well you did a good job of pulling off that little charade, that’s for sure. I don’t know how you managed it.”
“It was what I call a flying by the seat of my pants move.”
“I should probably apologize for messing up your day, but I’m damn glad you saved my ass. But why did you—bother to help me, I mean? Did someone hire you?”
 “Nope. I’m just a non-working expat with nothing to do all day. I saw you were in trouble and acted before I had a chance to talk myself out of it.”
He rubs his dimples with two fingers as if he’s trying hard to put all the pieces together. “So, you’re one of those women always standing by the window spying on your neighbors?”
“Something like that. I knew something was about to happen. Francisco isn’t the sharpest tack. He thinks I’m just another monolingual gringo that doesn’t understand a word of Spanish. He talks on his cell on his deck all the time. He keeps his wife and kids safe in some mansion in Mazatlán, apparently. He told me he came to Kino Bay to start a real estate business. It sounded innocent enough in the beginning. But I’ve seen so many cars coming and going. And I’ve caught snippets of phone conversations that struck me as suspicious. And today, I overheard him mention a SEAL being brought here.”
“So, you knew he was bringing a prisoner?”
“Yup. I overheard him talking about it two hours ago.”
“Damn. The guy isn’t too smart, is he? So where are we going?”
I veer onto the two-lane highway, heading toward Hermosillo. I still can’t drive faster than forty because of slow-moving cars entering and exiting the road, random weaving bicycles, and pedestrians darting across the road. The last thing we need right now is an accident. Keeping a low profile and getting as far away as possible is what we’re after. “Where do you want to go? I could drive you back to the States if you want. The border’s only about four hours from here.”
“I don’t have my fucking passport. I would have carried it had I known I’d be kidnapped.” He gives me a rueful smile. 
“Oh, right…That is going to present a problem.”
“Can you take me to a safe location? I’ll make some calls—see if I can get my team to bail me out of this mess.”  
“So, you are a SEAL.”
“Yup. Does that surprise you?”
“No, not really.” I glance over at him once and then again, admiring every muscular inch of his body as much as is possible to do while staying on the road. “You look pretty bad ass.”
“I’ll take that as a compliment.”
“You should.” I cross the center line to avoid a bicyclist riding toward me in a frighteningly meandering pattern. “I’ll take you to Hermosillo for now. We’ll be there in less than an hour.”
“Sounds like a plan.” 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SIX
 
Francisco
 
 
I struggle to my feet and brush the dust off my suit jacket. That bitch Hannah took my SUV and my hostage. Alberto’s clutching his broken wrist and moaning. Diego is standing there with his arms crossed, looking more awkward than a pimply teenager at his first quinceañera.
 “Que pasó, idiotas?” How could she have outwitted us, that Hannah? Perra. That bitch stole my prize. And took my fucking best car. Killing the Master Chief would have been the highlight of my day. All I’ve thought about since those SEALs killed my brother is revenge. Venganza was mine at last. And then my gringa neighbor took it from me. 
Alberto’s moans intensity. 
“Fucking shut up or I’m going to break your other hand.”
“I need a doctor.”
I’m tempted to pull out my pistol and shoot the asshole. I can’t stand listening to his whining. “There’s no time for that now.”
“Are we going to go after them?” Diego asks.
“Of course, we’re going to go after them, you idiot. Let’s go. Now.”
The two men follow me into the house. “We’ll take my Mercedes.” I pull out my cell phone, open the GPS app and glance at the moving dot on the map. “They’re headed toward Hermosillo. So predictable. They’ll probably try to make a run for the border.”
“How do you know where they’re going?” Alberto asks.
“I installed a tracking device in the car. The Master Chief SEAL thinks he’s so smart. He’ll learn soon enough who he’s dealing with.”
I push Diego aside. “I’ll drive. You sit in back. I want Alberto up front.” 
 As I accelerate onto the highway to Hermosillo, I can’t help smiling. That adrenaline rush of excitement races through my veins. I can almost smell the coppery scent of their blood. This chase only makes the game more exciting. Once we recapture Logan –Hannah’s a sexy bonus— the party can begin. We’ll take them aboard my yacht. We’ll tie them up. After enjoying a bottle of champagne, the three of us will take turns fucking that bitch while the SEAL watches. Then it will be time to feed them to my favorite deep-sea creature in the deepest waters of the Sea of Cortez, the Diablo Rojo. 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SEVEN
 
Logan
 
 
Talk about waking up on the wrong side of the bed. The wine Akari offered me was drugged. I woke up, bound and gagged, in a car somewhere south of the border. If it hadn’t been for this mysterious woman rushing out her door and making up some crazy story, I probably would be dead by now. 
I glance over at Hannah. She’s so pretty I find it difficult to look away. Her hair is reddish-blonde and curly and frames her oval face. Her cheeks glow red from the sun, her skin is softly tanned, and a smattering of freckles decorate her cheeks and nose. The jean shorts and sleeveless light blue blouse she’s wearing showcase her lean, muscular upper arms and thighs. I imagine she runs, lifts weights, practices yoga, swims. I think about asking and decide the question might be deemed too personal. “I need to notify my team about what’s happening.”
“Of course. But wait until we get to the next town. Miguel Alemán. We’ll be there soon—in about 20 minutes. We need to stop for a minute there before we go on to Hermosillo.”
“You want to remove the tracking device.”
She looks over at me and smiles. “You read my mind.” 
Her gaze wanders the length of me before returning to the road. Does she like what she sees? Her lips curve up in a sensual way. They’re plump and shapely. Kissable. I bite my lip, thinking I shouldn’t be thinking about what it would be like to press my mouth against hers, to taste her lips. I try to rein in my thoughts. For fuck’s sake. I don’t need more trouble. The last time I allowed a woman to seduce me, I ended up unconscious.
“Maybe we could attach it to another car.”
She glances toward me again. “That was my plan exactly. It won’t endanger anyone. Francisco will find out soon enough he’s been tricked. But it will buy us some time.” Her emerald green eyes seem quick to read my thoughts. Her brain appears to be in constant analysis mode. I wish I knew what she’s thinking about me. She can’t be impressed. A Navy SEAL that let his guard down enough to be kidnapped. She probably thinks I’m a goddamn idiot. Once she hears about the laced drink, she’ll really think I’m a waste of space. Fuck. It was so unlike me. I’m so used to looking out for the guys, warning them to be prepared for every possible scenario, that I forgot to watch out for myself.
“I like your plan.” Despite her slim physique, Hannah’s got enough curves to be seriously distracting. When she was fighting to free me, I couldn’t help noticing that she has a nicely rounded ass. And her large breasts stretch the fabric of her blouse in a way that’s raising my heart rate. Enough buttons are undone to give me a view of the plump tops of her breasts and the transition from tanned to white skin. Who is this disturbingly sexy woman? She must have received some combat training. She knows self-defense moves, all about tracking devices, and clearly had been waiting and watching for something to happen at her neighbor’s house. 
She fires a question my way before I have a chance to query her. “Let me see if I have this story straight. You said earlier you were captured and brought to Mexico. From where? And how did they manage to catch you?”
Shit. The last thing I want to do is tell Hannah about Akari. It’s a fucking embarrassment. No wonder Akari lives in La Jolla. She is obviously well paid for the work she does. She performed her job like an expert. I wonder how many other men have vanished into the night thanks to her. “It’s a long story.”
“We’ve still got fifteen minutes.” Hannah smiles, displaying a perfect row of small white teeth.
“I was out with the guys. We drank a few beers. This woman came onto me. We left together.” I stop there, not wanting to admit to what a fuck up I’ve been.
“And she put something in your drink.”
I grind my teeth together. “Yeah.”
“Hmm.” A subtle smile raises the corners of her lips. “Don’t feel so bad about it. Men are suckers for sex. That’s why that trick still works.”
My face feels uncomfortably hot. My skin must be beet red. Hannah probably knows I feel embarrassed as hell right now. “That makes me feel so much better.”
“You know what I mean. It could have happened to almost anyone. People don’t usually think straight when they’re trying to get laid.”
“You sound like you’re speaking from experience.”
“Yeah, well...” She shakes her head.
Is it possible she hasn’t been in the saddle for a while? I’d sure like to be the one to get her back to riding again. “How did you end up down here?”
“It’s kind of a long story. I was an Information Technology Specialist based in Phoenix. The job was stressful. After ten years of being on call 24/7, I felt burned out. So, I decided to quit and reevaluate. Maybe I’ll go back to work, maybe I won’t, who knows.”
“Why Kino Bay?”
“It’s cheaper to live here, for one. I thought about Panama, but it rains more than two hundred days a year in most parts of the country. Some people on the Facebook forums say their clothes get moldy hanging in the closet. That wouldn’t be for me. Kino Bay is a good fit for me. Warm weather, beautiful sea, not much rain.”
I knew the woman was smart. But somehow, I can’t picture her as a computer geek. What is she not telling me? “How long have you lived in Kino Bay?”
“Almost four months. I came down here in the beginning of January.”
“And how do you like it?”
Her lips press together. “It was a fun adventure in the beginning.”
I imagine quitting a high-powered career so suddenly might have left her bored and at loose ends. “But, now?”
“I’m restless. I’ve made some friends, but most of the Americans here are twice my age. And bridge and happy hours that start at noon every day aren’t really my thing.”
“I understand.” The landscape outside of Kino Bay is dusty, barren, and flat—such a contradiction to the dramatic volcanic mountains I saw on the coastline. Hannah slows for a traffic light. The town we’re entering looks impoverished. Dilapidated buildings are clustered on either side of the street. Parking lots are an unpredictable blend of pavement and dirt. Bicycles, pedestrians, and cars compete for space. 
After the light, Hannah brakes suddenly for a teenage boy who dashes across the street right in front of her. “Yikes.”
“That was close.”
She wipes sweat from her forehead and releases a loud exhale. “Yeah. You have to really watch out when driving through these rural towns. So many of these people have never driven a car and aren’t good at judging when it’s safe to cross.”
“You think?” See the gas station over there?” She points over my shoulder to the right. “I’ll walk over and stick the tracking device on someone’s car when no one’s watching.” She maneuvers off the main road and parks the car. “Let’s see if there are any tools in the glove box.”
I unlatch the door for her and hand her a small black toolkit I find inside. She grabs a small screwdriver and uses it to pry off the small tracking device hidden attached to the bottom of the GPS screen on the dashboard. 
“Let’s go inside and get some tape.”
We walk into the store together to make the purchase. Outside, she glances around and strides briskly toward the gas station. A car pulls into the parking lot in front of the convenience store and gas station. Once the man exits the car, we approach and when no one seems to be looking, she tapes the device to the trunk of the car. “Okay, let’s go. We’re going to have a slight change of plan.”
“What do you mean?”
“That car has a Hermosillo decal on the plate. So, we’re going to take a different highway instead. We’ll head south to Santa Maria—another seaside town.” 
 



 
 


 
 
 
CHAPTER EIGHT
 
Hannah
 
 
I veer off the main route to Hermosillo, taking the less-traveled road to Guadalupe and Santa Maria. The narrow, two lane highway is nearly deserted. There’s no shoulder on the road at all. All I see across the horizon are poorly tended fields and dusty plains. It’s a wasteland basically. This is the Mexico they show you in movies—barren views of hopelessness. And then you hear the sound of gunfire in the distance, as if it’s a constant in Mexican towns. 
This wouldn’t be a good place to try to encounter trouble—there’s no place to hide out here—but I have to trust my instincts. Francisco will assume we’re making a run for the border. He shouldn’t expect this maneuver. I just need the tracking device to buy us enough time to get to Guadalupe. An occasional truck passes from the opposite direction. There’s no sign of pursuing vehicles. 
I glance over at Logan. I loaned him my cell, so he could make some calls. He’s talking to someone now, explaining what happened. The drug in his drink. His kidnapping. My sudden intervention. Us fleeing to take temporary refuge in a small beachfront town. I gave him all the information he needed. The name of the town. The location of the nearest airport. I’ll get him there whenever his team is ready to get him the hell out. The muscles in his face look strained. His face is flushed, his dimples deeper than ever. I don’t know him well, but I can tell his pride is badly wounded. 
I feel bad for the man. I can imagine how difficult this must be to explain to his superiors. Control matters. I remember. I always wanted to be at the top of my game. And I usually was. Until the day I wasn’t. And that’s why I ended up here. I’d lost my edge, needed to take some time off and reevaluate, decide if there’s any chance I’ll ever get it back again. That’s why I lied and told him I quit. Because even though I didn’t, sometimes I wonder if when my leave time runs out, I’ll say I’m done instead of rushing back into the game again.
I hope Logan’s career won’t go down the toilet because of this one fuck up. He seems like a guy who’s got his shit together, the type who’d have every team member’s back 100 percent. I interrupt my thought pattern. Why am I worrying about what happens to Logan? I’m feeling emotionally involved. Why? I barely know the man. He sends my lust into overdrive for sure. But there’s more. I find him intriguing. And I feel a special connection because I know how it feels to be where he is now. Because although my circumstances were different, I ended up in a similar shit place myself four months ago. Once he finishes the call, I try to start up a conversation.
“I’ve watched a couple of SEAL movies. Lone Survivor and Captain Phillips. You’ve probably answered this question too many times, but I’m curious to know what compelled you to become a SEAL.”
“It’s a long story. You sure you really want to hear it?”
“I do. I wouldn’t ask if I didn’t. I’m a straight shooter type. No bullshit. No games.”
“I figured as much.” He glances toward me and a hint of a smile turns up the corners of his lips. Then he starts talking. 
“My dad’s a retired Navy officer. We grew up on a naval base—Point Loma—my sister and brother and I. But my dad was away a lot. When I was twelve, my mom herniated two disks in her back gardening. She was in a lot of pain. Before long, she developed an addiction to prescription drugs. I’m not sure how she got so many pills. It got crazy. She’d stay in bed all day. We had no way to get to school sometimes. Stuff would break and never get fixed. We rarely got a decent meal. I made some extra money cutting grass and doing yard work, found a neighbor willing to get us to school in the mornings.”
“Oh, Logan, that’s terrible.” The guy had balls to tackle that much responsibility as a teen. And he’s telling me all this like he’s reading an article in a newspaper out loud. There’s no emotion or self-pity attached to it—he’s just telling me this awful tale and how he dealt with it.
“The three of us became very close during that time. We banded together and took care of each other. When my dad returned from a six-month mission and saw what a mess the place had become, he was obviously devastated. He got my mom into a rehab facility and took a leave of absence for long enough to get our place back into shape. He noticed I’d managed things reasonably well, so he put me in charge of the household the next time he was deployed. Whenever I had free time, I worked out at the base gym like a maniac. That’s how I kept my sanity. Lifting weights and running. By the time I was fourteen, I could lift more than many of the active duty sailors. And run faster and longer than most of them as well.”
“You had a lot of responsibility at an early age. That must have been tough.”
“It was. But I was the oldest and loved Steve and Nicole enough to do what was expected of me. Those difficult years helped me develop leadership ability.”
“I’m sure they did.” 
He nods. “Somehow this story got longer than I planned it to be. Basically, with the cost of my mom’s rehab—which lasted a good five years with all the outpatient counseling, there wasn’t enough money to send all three of us to college. Steve was always a genius. I knew he’d get some full ride scholarship somewhere, which he eventually did. My grades weren’t good enough for anything like that and I wanted my sister to be able to use the available funds my dad had to go to nursing school. So, I enlisted in the Navy. It was my best chance of getting an education and starting a decent career. Of course, my choice of a military career pleased my father. He’d been urging me in that direction for years. I knew the SEALs were a long shot. But I made it. And surviving BUD/S training gave me confidence. I started to believe I was more than just a guy with big muscles who could run a four-minute mile.”
“You sound like a super hero to me. I can’t imagine dealing with all that. I hear SEAL training is tough. The hours in the cold water would be enough to do me in.” Logan is much different than what he appears to be on the surface. I took him for a tough guy with a big ego. Not a guy who would step into the role of parent to his younger brother and sister without complaint. Tough life. It’s something I can’t even imagine. Both of my parents were physicians. We took fancy vacations. My dad owned a yacht and a small aircraft. I grew up with money and privilege. My parents could have paid for me to go to any Ivy League school I wanted to attend. I was like what the hell. Having status and power was fun, I thought. So, I accepted an offer at Columbia. I didn’t have to earn it. Just had a few brains and got reasonable marks. Logan had to fight hard to make it. I give the guy a lot of credit for that. He’s really something. 
 He pauses for a moment and rubs his lower lip with his thumb and forefinger. “During the worst part of the training, when I was shivering in the rolling waves and not sure I could keep going on, I thought of Nicole. She, unlike me, had a dream. Since she was five, she wanted to become a nurse. But when she was a teen, she overheard some of the conversations about money I had with my dad. She knew nursing school wasn’t cheap. Once the reality of that struck, she started to act depressed. She withdrew, started skipping classes. She wouldn’t talk to me about it at first. But finally, I got through to her. I told her that we’d find a way to make her dream possible, to give her the chance she needed to have her nursing career. And we did. My dad had enough money to pay for most of her education. I made up for what was left with part of my Navy salary. She’ll graduate from the University of Arizona Nursing school next May and already has offers from several hospitals.”
 “How wonderful for her. And that she had your support.” Warmth surges within my chest. Logan’s a damn good guy—more committed to his family than any other man I know. A caring man like Logan would be a good catch for someone. Not for me, though. I’m done with relationships.
“It was the least that I could do.”
“I can tell you care for Nicole a lot.”
His face flushes a dark shade of fuchsia. I can see that he’s feeling awkward. This conversation has been emotionally charged. More than likely, he’s used to keeping his feelings under wraps. “Yeah… Nicole’s very special. We’ve always been close. She and my brother and I—we’re like the three musketeers. We made it through many hard times together.” He tries to maintain a tough guy voice, but in its rich, deep bass tones, I detect the undercurrent of deep emotion.
I blink away tears, taking off-guard by the sudden rush of emotions. “My brother and I used to be super close. He lives in Albuquerque. But we’re not on speaking terms anymore.” Shit. How did that slip out? My parents know about the rift, but I’ve never mentioned it in casual conversation with anyone else before. It’s too painful. My brother and I stuck together like glue when we were kids. I would have thought when I hit a tough place, he would have stuck by me. Instead, he stopped speaking to me and wrote me off as worthless. But what’s done is done.
“I’m sorry to hear that, Hannah. What happened?”
“He thought it was a foolish move—quitting my job and moving to Mexico. He wouldn’t listen to my reasons for doing so. He calls me lazy and a big-time loser.” Which hurts more than it should because sometimes I think he’s right.
“It’s your life. You shouldn’t have to explain yourself to anyone.”
“I wish you could tell him that. He doesn’t understand my situation at all.” Which is the understatement of the year. He only knew about my fake career as an IT specialist, not the real one that no one is allowed to know about.
Logan massages his dimples with his thumb and forefinger. “People have a way of doing that, don’t they? Judging without having complete information. I’m sorry that happened to you.”
Hearing his words is comforting. It’s been hard living here alone, isolated from family and surrounded by few friends. I keep in touch with my parents, but they think I’m nuts to live down here. They’re afraid of Mexico’s violence and told me from the get go they’d never visit. And my brother will probably never speak to me again. It makes me angry that he thinks he knows what’s best for me when he has no idea. If only I could tell him the truth. But I can’t—not unless I decide for sure not to go back. “Thanks. I appreciate your saying that.” In the distance, I see dark objects on or near the road. “What’s that ahead on the road? Is that a bus?” I decrease my speed a little, squinting and wishing I had a pair of binoculars, so I could zoom in for a better look. 
“Police vehicles I think. Maybe a road block?”
“Shit. Do you think it could be just a random security check?” I tell myself that is seriously wishful thinking. More than likely, Francisco’s bribing the Mexican police and he’s called in a favor to have them pick us up. 
“No. Turn around,” Logan says, and I can tell he is used to being in charge.
“Okay. I agree, this doesn’t look good.” Since there are no cars around, I make a quick U-turn and head in the opposite direction. 
I glance in the rear-view mirror and notice one of the vehicles moving. “Shit. They’re pursuing us. Do you have a plan?”
“For now, drive fast and see if they keep chasing us.”
“Good plan.” I hit the accelerator and quickly amp up to 140 kilometers per hour, which is fast for this rugged road.
“There are at least three police vehicles pursuing us now,” Logan says in sharp voice.
I accelerate even more, bouncing over unevenness in the road and going airborne over another dip. “I hope there are no pedestrians around.”
“No shit. But hang tight. You’re further ahead of the lead vehicle now.”
But there’s something wrong with this picture. They could put pedal to the metal as easy as I’ve done. If they’re not chasing us at top speed, they must have something else in mind for us. And then I see what we’re up against. Vehicles are blocking the road ahead. And then I hear the whop, whop sound of helicopter rotors. “I think we’re done for,” I say in a resigned voice.
“Damn it. Can I use your phone to send my team a GPS point?”
“Yeah. Do it quick.”
Within minutes, we’re at the blockade. I slow down and roll down the window.
“Step out of the car, please,” one of the armed officers says in Spanish.
“Why?” 
“Some people need to talk to you.” 
Talk to us? More like kill us. I look over at Logan and we open our doors and step out of the car. What choice do we have? We’re so screwed. In quick succession, two police officers confiscate Hannah’s cell phone, cuff us, and escort us to the helicopter where they shove us in the back bench. There’s a pilot and another man holding a handgun sitting in a seat beside us. The armed man waves his weapon toward us. “Don’t move or I’ll kill you.” Once the police leave, he secures the door and the helicopter lifts off.
“¿Adónde vamos?” I ask.
“You’ll find out soon enough.”
With our hands bound behind our backs, we have no chance of escaping now. From the air, it appears we’re flying south toward Santa Maria. From the rounded windows, I can see the dramatic volcanic mountains, the rugged coastline along the brilliant blue Sea of Cortez. 
I wonder if we’ll land on the airstrip in Guadalupe or somewhere in the middle of the desert.
Logan’s brows are drawn together, his lips pressed together in a hard line. He’s lost in thought. I wonder if he’s cooking up a plan. There’s little hope his SEAL team will find us now. We’re short on time. Our execution will likely be slow and agonizing. I try not to think about it. Thoughts of Andrew’s bloody face, his empty, staring eyes intrude, and I try to shove them aside, but fail, just like I failed to save him. 
It happened so fast. Did he know he was about to die? It could just as easily have been me that died that night. I wonder what went through his mind just before it ended. A wave of sadness washes over me. My life can’t possibly end like this—not here, not today. Maybe I’ll never again feel warm sunlight on my skin or enjoy the satisfying first sip of freshly brewed coffee in the morning. Shit. And another man’s life is at stake. I can’t fail—I have to help this man who fought hard for his brother and sister as a youth and has since dedicated his life to keeping our country safe.
If only I could think of a way out of this. The heat and sun have addled my brain. My thoughts chug along slowly instead of at full throttle the way they once did when I was at the top of my game. If only I could be sharp and innovative and…anything but the sluggard I am now. Now the helicopter’s flying over brilliant aquamarine sea. We soar over islands of mostly brown rock and dirt until all there is around us is sky and sea. Maybe we’ll traverse the Sea of Cortez and land in Santa Rosalia or another town or city on the Baja peninsula.
Suddenly the helicopter banks sharply, heading down. My ears pop and my body and brain feel left behind—like they’re still hundreds of meters higher in altitude. I glance through the windows, gazing at the endless expanse of blue green water. An enormous black and white yacht glides over the waves. That must be our destination. The deck alone is large enough for two helicopters to land. Holy Fuck. I feel a painful twist in my gut. Now we’re really in trouble. There’s no way we’ll ever be found way out here. Logan and I will be fish food by morning. 
The man holding us at gunpoint seems focused on the landing about to happen.
I turn away from the window and glance at Logan. 
“Parlez-vous Français?” he asks.
“Mais oui.” 
“They’re taking us onboard that yacht. Do you get seasick?” He’s still speaking to me in French.
I shake my head.
“Listen, when we land, act like you’re terrified of boats. Like you hate being out in the water. And pretend to be seasick.”
The armed man lunges toward us and presses the barrel of the handgun against Logan’s temple. “Silencio.”
Logan nods and bites his lip. The man gives him a rough shove against the shoulder and sits back down.
I nod toward Logan when the man seems distracted. I start to think about how this could play out. I’ll pretend to be helpless. Seasick, scared of being on the yacht, panicked. It will create a distraction if they find my antics believable.
This isn’t over until we’re dead. For now, we keep on fighting.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER NINE
 
Logan
 
 
The helicopter lands gently on a landing strip on the front main deck. The pilot and his weapon wielding cohort escort us not-so-gently from the aircraft. I glance around, absorbing my surroundings. Impressive, I think, but try to tamp down my sense of awe. I want to appear in control—not out of my element. The sleek white yacht with polished wooden decks must be more than 200 feet long. It has four deck levels and dwarfs the size of most homes. 
Francisco stands on the deck waiting for us, holding a cigar between his fingers. He places it between his lips and takes a puff. “I’m very disappointed in you, Master Chief. Running away like that. I only wanted to bring you here to enjoy some relaxing time on my yacht. But it seems you wanted to reject my hospitality.”
I grind my teeth together in exasperation. He’s full of shit. If only I could split the guy’s skull open with an ax. These cartel guys think it’s a game—capturing young women and selling them as sex slaves, dealing with weapons and drugs, playing games with peoples’ lives. The bastard doesn’t deserve to live. He’s the one that should die a painful death, not Hannah and me. I have to find a way to turn the tables on him. I have to.
“As you can see, Mar de Sueños is a very luxurious yacht. It’s worth more than 100 million US dollars and is one of the finest boats cruising the Sea of Cortez waters. Tonight, as we cruise to the deepest parts of this sea, you will get to relax in one of the six luxury staterooms I have on board. I almost lost this beautiful vessel thanks to your SEAL team. But fortunately, I have made some new friends in Sinaloa.”
I clench my bound hands into fists, wishing I could pound the man to a pulp. I could in a heartbeat if my hands were free. So, what if he’s got a rich-ass boat. Bastard. I glance at Hannah, wondering if this man’s voice gets on her nerves as much as it does on mine. I get my answer soon enough.
“We have no interest in your stupid boat.” 
 Francisco’s mouth twists into a nasty leer making his neatly trimmed mustache look crooked. “The lady has a tongue on her, doesn’t she? How unfortunate it is that the two of you won’t be able to stay with us long enough to enjoy a relaxing swim or to feel the jets massage your back in my mineral spa. There won’t be enough time. Your night in your cabin will be interrupted once we reach our destination. The fish will be very glad to meet you. They will feast on whatever’s left of your bodies after the Diablo Rojo finishes with you.”  
“What are you talking about?” Hannah says in a high-pitched voice, her face reddening with fury. “The SEAL team already knows the Master Chief has been kidnapped. You know there will be hell to pay for kidnapping and murdering an American officer. You should let us go now before things get much worse for you.”
Francisco’s snorting laugh sounds haunting and evil. “The Americans will be able to do nothing. Our organizations are much more powerful than you know. They have control of the military, the police, even the government. And many officials in your own country, too. You will die and then soon be forgotten. There will be much worse problems for your government to deal with before long.”
What does he mean by that? What other vile plans has he been concocting?
“You won’t get away w—” Hannah’s speech is interrupted by retching. I turn toward her. All the color has drained from her face. She breathes heavily as if trying to calm her stomach, then her head swings forward and she vomits all over the deck. Damn. Is this the act we planned or is she really sick? She’s very convincing. Her face looks deathly pale and is etched in lines of apparent suffering.
She chokes and coughs. “I’m so sorry. I’ve never been on a b—” She leans over and hurls again. More chunks and yellow bile splash across the deck.
“Don’t just stand there,” Francisco says in Spanish to the men watching us. “Go get some rags and clean this mess up. There’s a cleaning closet on this main floor across from the number four sleeping suite.”
When they don’t move, he says, “I’ve got them covered. The woman sure as hell won’t be giving me any trouble. Look at her. Go on.”
The two men rush off, looking confused.
Francisco grabs Hannah’s arm. “Let’s go get you some motion sickness tablets. I can’t have you puking all over my yacht. It’ll stain the decks.”
“No, I can’t.” Hannah retches again. Some of the vomit splashes onto his pants. He grimaces in disgust.
Francisco jumps away from her like she’s got a contagious disease. His men are rushing toward us, carrying towels and a mob. 
 “Watch the
woman.” Francisco gives the order and then turns toward me. There’s a murderous glint in his dark eyes. “Master Chief. You come with me.”
I glance over my shoulder toward Hannah as he leads me away. The man holding the towels drops them, races toward her, and grabs her arm. Like she could escape anyway with her hands tied. We’re starting to confuse them a little at least. Maybe we can find a way out. I hear her retch and gag again. 
“Have you heard of the giant red squids, Master Chief? They call them Los Diablos Rojos. And for good reason, too.”
Dolphins are about the only sea creatures I know much about. Other than stingrays, which you have to watch out for when entering the water. I observed some dolphin training programs at Point Magu and Point Loma. Dolphins can be trained to recover missiles and other objects. “Never heard of them.”
“Late tonight, you and your new friend, Hannah, will have a chance to meet them. We are cruising right now to the deepest of waters. Tonight will be a new moon. These creatures become livelier than ever on the blackest of nights. Some of these giant squids are more than fourteen feet long you know.”
Squids? I don’t answer. But his words chill my blood. Despite the discomfort I’ve experienced in sea and ocean during training and in combat, the idea of being tossed in the sea with an enormous tentacled creature on a pitch-black night terrifies me. 
“People think that since the Sea of Cortez is a small body of water that it isn’t very deep. But that isn’t true.”
I don’t tell him that I’m very familiar with the profiles of most seas and oceans. I know the deepest parts of the Sea of Cortez are 9,800 feet deep or 3,000 meters. 
“We’ll be hovering over water more than 3,000 meters deep, in a place where giant red squids proliferate. Fisherman who venture in those waters—they may catch very large fish—but when they enter the water for any reason, they often disappear. Or if they’re lucky, escape with several broken ribs. These creatures have more than 24,000 razor sharp teeth. I imagine you will have very pleasant dreams tonight thinking about that.”
“Hmm.” I’m not sea sick, but Francisco’s tale is twisting my intestines into knots. If only I could turn back the clock and have a do over. Then I wouldn’t be in Mexico, Hannah wouldn’t be in danger, and I wouldn’t be scrambling to find way out of this mess. 
“These creatures love to kill. And they will enjoy very much killing you. Your death, I’m afraid, it will be very unpleasant. First, these enormous creatures will ram into you until ribs are broken and you are weak. Then they will grab you with their tentacles—the little teeth digging into every inch of your skin—and slowly pull you closer to the beak.”
“Beak?”
“Yes, the beak is the sharp mouth that these creatures have that will slowly grind your body up, so you can be their late-night snack.”
My gut twists again. Why can’t they just do the double tap to the head and get on with it. But these cartel people crave attention and drama. And they don’t get that by offering their victims a quick, painless death.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TEN
 
Hannah
 
 
I drop to the deck and pretend I’m going into convulsions. I shriek in agony and roll my eyeballs skyward, so all the guards can see is the whites of my eyes. I’ve used this trick before and, always, it’s freaked people out to the max. The two men rush toward me, grabbing onto my shoulders and talking in rapid Spanish. I bat their hands away and scream even louder.
They look frightened and mutter to each other and then run off looking for help. They talk about me, the woman, and say their boss might kill them if I die too soon. La mujer must stay alive at least for now, they say.
I swing my gaze around to see if anyone’s watching. I have to make it look like I jumped overboard. I bash the cuffs against the railing. Fortunately, they’re flimsy enough, and I’m able to free one hand. I pull off my blouse and tie it to the railing. Then I yank on it hard until it tears in half. I kick off my sandals, leaving them on the deck and then dash inside the main cabin. 
Holy crap! My mouth falls open at the sight of the decor. My folks have a small yacht, but it’s nothing like this. This is a pimp yacht if I’ve ever seen one. White leather chairs and couches are neatly arranged on the travertine floors. What were they thinking? The white leather seats wouldn’t stay pristine if someone sat on them with a wetsuit. Or with blood from their latest murder staining their clothes. But it’s all about perspective. Violence is what these people are about. The contrast of red on white might send these people into orgasmic convulsions. They feed on their victims’ fear. 
What I need now is a weapon. And a shirt. All I’m wearing now is the shreds of blouse left after I ripped it to make them think I jumped or fell. Before long, they’ll find me missing and hopefully, give me up for dead rather than launching a search. A cursory scan of the opulent living area yields nothing. I exit the room through a set of glass doors into a hallway. Outside is an elevator and a door that likely leads to one of the cabins. 
Taking the elevator’s too risky. I walk briskly to the end of the hallway and run up the stairs up to the third floor. The fourth floor is the bridge. From a higher floor, I’ll have a bird’s eye view what’s happening below. Francisco’s quarters might be on this level, and his room is more than likely loaded with weapons.
I find the door to the suite unlocked. I enter the enormous luxury suite and step across the polished travertine floor. Just as I expected, the whole floor is Francisco’s. It’s so amazing, I find myself holding my breath. Like the cabin below, most of the décor in this enormous living room is brilliant white. The contrast of the white against the turquoise sea visible through the elongated glass windows reminds me of a cruise I took years ago in the Greek Islands. On Santorini, all the buildings below rounded aquamarine roofs were a similar sun-bleached white. 
A white leather couch and two chairs surround a sleek glass coffee table. Oil paintings of star fish and other sea creatures hang in gold frames on the back wall. Off to one side is a small bar with Corian counters and a row of leather bar stools as well as a kitchen and eating area. There are doors leading to a master bedroom, a bathroom, and two other rooms that I can’t see into.
I step into the master suite. A plush white comforter with faint shapes of seashells and star-fish is stretched across the king-sized bed. Fluffy pillows rest near the headboard. As much as I’d like to collapse on the comfortable mattress and take a nap, what I really need right now is a shirt, some heavy artillery, and a cell phone. I rifle through the dresser drawers. I remove the rag I’m wearing and stuff it under the mattress and slip on a white touristy T-shirt with “Santa Maria” and an image of palm trees and dolphins on the front. I exit the bedroom and stride at least a half of a football field’s length toward the other side of the living space. An open door leads to another room, which appears to be Francisco’s office. A desk and a long rectangular table sit in the room—both again brilliant white. Got to hand it to his interior designer, she commits to a theme.
On the table are several long guns lined up in a row. But if I take one of those, it’ll be noticed. He must have more weapons stashed somewhere. I notice some papers stacked on the desk. Curious, I pick them up to examine. They’re not in Spanish. They’re in Russian. There is a list of items with large currency amounts beside them. They must be in Euros or US dollars. I’ve seen many documents like this before. Too many, actually. Weapons. Francisco’s new business is smuggling armaments. Probably from Eastern Europe. Shit. Talk about having something come back to haunt you.
I leave the office and return to the master bedroom. I walk around the room, opening and closing drawers but coming up with nothing. I open up the armoire and find a semiautomatic leaning against the back wall. I remove it and luckily find the clips for it in a nearby drawer. I make short work of loading it so it’s ready to go. All I have to do is release the safety to start some fireworks. I’m almost ready for the party. Now I just need to notify someone of our whereabouts. 
I walk back to the office, sit down in front of the computer, and place the weapon in my lap. I login as a guest and take the web browser to the US government sites, notifying them one by one of the predicament we’re in. I describe Francisco’s yacht and tell them I suspect it was originally moored in the main harbor in Santa Maria. I send our current GPS coordinates from Google maps. I mention SEAL Team Three and Master Chief Harris. Then I login to my browser-based email and send emails to my former boss. Terence will make sure the right people are sent to help us. When I finish, I delete all my activity in the browser history, so the next user won’t have a clue I’ve been using the computer. At least now there’s hope. A small chance that we will escape this mess alive. Who knew my leave of absence would end up like this? I tried unsuccessfully to chill out and relax. I wished for something—anything—to relieve my boredom, but never imagined I’d end up in this much trouble. But then, I’ve never been able to keep my nose out of it for long. It seems to lead me straight to major trouble most of the time.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
Logan
 
 
Francisco punches a button and two glass doors slide open soundlessly. He leads me down a long corridor. He opens a door situated between two luxury suites. Each of the suites have labels over their white doors—Paraíso Azul and Vista Milagrosa. 
“This is our hospital room,” he says as he ushers me inside. 
Two hospital beds have been pushed against the back wall. Inside the room—with brilliant white tile and walls—is an IV tree, a heart monitor and a tray with neatly arranged surgical equipment. On one side of the room is a smooth white counter with a row of cabinets above it. Everything has been scrubbed clean and tidied since the last time someone had a bullet removed. Francisco walks toward the row of cabinets and opens one of the doors. Tidy rows of vials and medicines sit inside. He snatches a vial full of pills. “Muy bien,” he mutters to himself.
The door bangs open suddenly and the two men from the helicopter rush into the room, looking distressed and speaking in frantic Spanish. They’re talking so fast, I am unable to decipher every word, but I think they’re saying Hannah collapsed and had some kind of seizure. 
“Why did you leave her alone?” Francisco demands.
They say she was so enferma they were afraid she would die.
Hannah’s a very good actress indeed. I try to appear confused by the conversation, hiding the excitement pulsing through my veins. If she’s been able to escape, we might have a chance.
“I don’t trust that woman.
Vamanos.” Francisco shoves me forward. 
We move briskly back the way we came. Maybe, just maybe Hannah escaped. But if she did, what will happen next? Will they search the yacht for her? Decide to execute me sooner rather than later? 
“¿Que pasó?” Francisco shouts when he sees Hannah is gone. 
My eyes track across the deck, looking for signs of her. But she’s nowhere to be seen. Only her sandals remain.
“¡Mira!” One of the men points to the sandals and then raises his finger up toward the railing.
On the railing, a torn piece of Hannah’s blouse is blowing in the breeze. Shit. Could she have jumped overboard? She couldn’t have climbed the railing in handcuffs. She must have separated the chain first. She mentioned in the car she swims for an hour or more in the sea most days in Kino Bay. Is she trying to swim her way out of this? Unlikely. She’s not that foolish. And I’m almost sure she wasn’t suicidal. She must have left the shoes and the torn clothing to confuse Francisco and his goons. Maybe she’s still on the boat hiding someplace. If only I knew for sure.
“What is going on here?” Francisco asks, looking at me, a question in his eyes.
“I don’t know. It looks like she fell overboard or purposely jumped.”
His lips twist into a sardonic grin. “Indeed, it would appear that she did. But this Hannah woman is very strange. I have known that for some time. All the other gringos in Kino Bay go play cards and drink margaritas, but Hannah swims in the sea every morning and then spends most of the rest of her time in her casa by herself. The way she rushed out to help you, it leads me to believe that she sits by her window like a nosey old woman, waiting for something to happen. Or maybe that’s an illusion. Another lie, like that bullshit story she used on us about having Multiple Sclerosis. She might be crazy, but she’s not sick.”
He paces across the deck with a pensive gaze on his face before halting his movements and turning toward me again. “Perhaps she understands Spanish and was listening in to my phone conversations. I saw a look on her face earlier like she’s hiding a secret. A woman of mischief, she is. Maybe she wants me to think that she fell overboard when she’s actually hiding out somewhere on my beautiful yacht.”
My gut twists. My instincts tell me Francisco’s right. Hannah’s way too sharp to clumsily fall overboard in a crisis or to kill herself over an episode of nausea. And she’d know better than to try to swim for it. She’s still on board somewhere. Hopefully, she’s found a safe hiding place. “I don’t know. She seemed very ill.”
“Maybe she’s not what she seems to be.”
“And what is that?”
 “You’ve never met her before, have you?”
I don’t answer. 
“On the surface, Hannah appears to be a loser woman who couldn’t make it in the US who moved to Mexico to live like a recluse. What do you think, Mr. Master Chief? Is this assessment correct?”
That doesn’t describe her at all. I think there’s a story behind why she’s here that’s more complicated than what she shared earlier. But I’ll never tell him that. “I don’t know her very well. But she seems to enjoy beach living and swimming in the sea. That’s not all that unusual.” 
Francisco laughs and dips into his breast pocket for another cigar. “So maybe she jumped overboard to take an afternoon swim?”
“It’s entirely possible.”
“You’re lying. I’m wasting my time talking to you.” He roughly shoves me, dropping his cigar on the floor. He doesn’t bother to pick it up. “Vamanos. I’ll lock you in a cabin until the time comes to feed you to El
Diablo Rojo. And don’t get any wise ideas that your friend will come to your rescue. We are going to search every square centimeter of this yacht until we find the la
señorita. If she’s on board, we will find her. And she will pay a very high price for playing these games.” He thrusts his hips forward and moves his cigar forward and back through the air in a way that makes it far too clear what he’s planning to do to her. 
Bastard. I grind my teeth together. If he mentions raping her again, I’ll probably grind them into powder.
“She needs to learn what kind of people she is dealing with.”
Dammit. I hope to hell they don’t find Hannah. I got her into this mess. Now I need to find a way to get her out of it. But I can’t do much with a gun pointed at me, so all I can do is hope she’s casing the yacht for weapons and a computer. With any luck, she’ll be armed when they find her and will have been able to communicate our coordinates to the right people. 
Francisco leads me back down the hallway. He opens the door to the Vista Milagrosa suite. “This suite has a very enticing name. Miracle View. But I have a different name for this suite. It has been custom made for people like you. I call it la cárcel—the prison. No windows, no way out,” he says, laughing. He slams the door shut and leaves me, hands bound, alone.
Once again, I’m useless. I have no way to escape and don’t know Hannah’s status. But I’ll run with the assumption that she’s still alive. And that she will try to free me when she gets the chance. The first item on my agenda is to get the fuck out of these cuffs.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWELVE
 
Hannah
 
 
I scan the suite for tools I can use to pick a lock and manage to find two paperclips and a pair of pliers. The first order of business is getting the damn handcuffs completely off and finding a place to stash them. Under the couch cushions is as good as anyplace. My grumbling stomach leads me into the kitchen. I rummage around in the pantry, open up a box of granola bars, and wolf two of them down in less than a minute. I roll and stuff the empty wrappers into a pocket, so they won’t make a crinkling noise as I move. I fill a glass with water from the sink, empty it once—fill it and empty it again. The liquid clears the fog from my head. I replace the glass in the cupboard where I found it, so it won’t be noticed and wipe the stray crumbs off the counter. 
I better get a move on. I can’t stay in this suite forever. Eventually, Francisco will come looking for me and I don’t want to be trapped here. The only other doors outside lead to the deck and the only way I could escape would be to jump, but the landing wouldn’t be pretty. I’d splat onto the first-floor deck instead of splashing down in the sea. Although a water landing wouldn’t help my situation much either. What a mess I’m in. But I remind myself I’m used to difficulty even if I’ve been out of the game for months. I’ll find my way out of this. I may be out of practice, but I’ll pull myself together. I huff out a long exhalation to calm my mind.
Darkness will be on my side soon. The setting sun casts brilliant orange light on the white furniture and floors in the room. I walk across the travertine floor and cautiously open the door that leads to the small hallway. I glance around, looking toward the elevator doors. I see no one, but I can hear Francisco shouting. Find her, find her, he yells in Spanish. And he keeps murmuring something about El
Diablo Rojo, whatever that is.
Damn. Francisco didn’t fall for my act. I had to know he wouldn’t. You don’t get to be almost at the top of the cartel food chain by being stupid. He probably won’t abandon the search anytime soon. If I luck out, once it’s dark, he’ll have a margarita or call off the search long enough for dinner. Maybe the SEAL team will be able to mobilize quickly. All the US agencies and my CIA contacts have our coordinates—at least the point where we were half an hour ago. I even messaged my old boss. Terence is probably shocked. I haven’t spoken to anyone at the agency since I took my leave. I didn’t feel ready to be in touch with anyone. But this situation has changed everything. I’m trying to keep a cool head—going through the motions with what needs to be done without thinking too much about what happened the last time I found myself in a dicey predicament. If only they could find us. This yacht we’re trapped on is moving fast, slicing through waves like a hot knife through butter. We’ll be miles away from our original location by the time help arrives. If it arrives. What if they read what I sent and assume it’s a set up or a hoax? There’s too much uncertainty. But I have to believe that Terence will come through for Logan and me.
All the pieces will have to fit together perfectly for us to have a chance. At least now I’m armed. And with any luck a team will be deployed soon. Now I need to find Logan. I imagine he’s locked up in one of the lower level suites.
I descend to second level, the dining area. It’s as elegant as all the other rooms I’ve seen. The scrubbed-clean kitchen has two stoves, two ovens, and a huge assortment of shiny pots and pans. There’s a long marble countertop bar. Sparkling clean wine glasses hang from a ceiling rack and bottles of every kind of liquor and wine are lined up on a slanting shelf, their tops tipping back and secured in metal clips. I gaze wistfully at the bar. If there’s ever a time I could go for a really strong drink, it’s now. I take one last look at the bottle of Jack Daniels that sits almost too near to resist before turning away from the temptation. 
Tables are tidily arranged in the dining area—two of them are booths with white leather seats. I wonder if anyone will come in here tonight to cook dinner or if having murder on their minds will kill their appetites. I laugh at my play on words. At least I haven’t lost my sense of humor. There’s a little bit that hasn’t been lost. After Andrew died, laughing or even being happy for a fleeting moment felt like I was committing a crime. 
La cena tends to be late in Mexico, so it should be dark by the time anyone comes here. Once it’s dark, I’ll sneak down the stairs and hunt for Logan. 
I duck down behind one of the booth chairs when I hear a noise. Shit. There’s no mistaking the sound of the heels of Francisco’s shiny shoes clicking on the tile floor. My heart thunders in my chest. I can’t let him find me. I hear pantry doors being opened and closed. Francisco swears under his breath in Spanish. When he steps back out in the dining area, he walks straight toward where I’m hiding. I see the tips of his black shoes from where I’m crouched, and I tuck into a tighter ball, not daring to breathe. Please, no.  The shoe tips disappear, and I hear his clicking heels move away from me before he exits through the glass door.
I let out a relieved breath. Until dinner, I should be safe here. By then, I’ll be out looking for Logan. Is it too much to hope that Francisco might give up his search by then? 
As the golden light dims and long shadows stretch across the floor, I remember another night where I waited, another night where I felt much more confident than I do now. My partner Andrew was with me then. We’d worked together for five years and had been intimately involved for more than two. We were so close we had a habit of reading each other’s thoughts. I believed we’d be partners in every way for life. 
 Our cargo ship pulled into the Winter harbor at Liepāja, Latvia at three AM. We were scheduled to meet with two men from an armament dealing network. Intelligence linked them to two different terrorist cells. Our cover as buyers seemed solid. Operatives were on board the ship, ready to arrest the dealers the instant money changed hands. But something went wrong. We got too comfortable, perhaps we were too sure of ourselves. We thought the dealers trusted us completely. Then, an hour before the deal was supposed to go down, I was sitting across from Andrew in one of the cabins. I was slouched on one of the couches reading a magazine, my feet propped up on the coffee table. Suddenly two masked men burst through the door, training weapons on us. “Don’t move or you’re dead.” 
The taller of the two men grabbed me roughly and snatched my pistol from my belt. His eyes were a cold steel gray. Then his hands climbed up and down my body until he found the knife.
Andrew looked angry, his brows drawn, his jaw clenched. The man with the ice-cold eyes yanked Andrew up to his feet and disarmed him. Then he kicked him in the nuts. Andrew crumpled to the ground in agony. But he didn’t say a word.
But I’ve never been one to be silent. “What’s going on? Who are you?”
“We are the people you thought you could set up,” the man said in a sharp, Eastern European accent. “But the game is over. And you have lost.”
We fucked up. Our cover was blown. I knew we were going to die if we didn’t do something fast.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about? We’re legitimate buyers.”
He pistol-whipped my face and I fought hard not to cry out as pain shot through my face and skull. My swelling face narrowed my view and I tasted blood on my tongue. 
“Leave her alone,” Andrew ordered, his face still a mask of suffering.
“Shut the fuck up. My name is Oleg. And I give the orders around here.” Oleg ripped off his mask, revealing tangled dark hair and a gaunt face, shadowed in stubble. But it was those eyes I’d never forget. His gray eyes looked at us, so cold and soulless and murderous. When he looked at me, I felt such a sense of doom, like we wouldn’t survive, that all was completely lost.
Oleg launched another fierce kick into Andrew’s stomach. He groaned and collapsed to the floor in agony. 
I looked at Andrew, feeling so helpless. I wanted somehow, some way to save him. I was resourceful, a quick thinker. I could do it somehow.
“Just give us the money and you can live.”
I knew that was a pile of crap. They had too much at stake.
“It’s not here,” I said defiantly.
The taller man pressed the barrel of the gun against my temple and spoke in a gruff voice. “Are you sure about that?”
“She’s telling the truth. Don’t hurt her. I’ll get the money for you,” said Andrew.
“Then get a move on.” He swung the gun away from me and burrowed the barrel in the muscular flesh between Andrew’s shoulder blades. 
 “But I’ll only give you the money on one condition,” Andrew said. “You let her live. I want to see her get off the boat.”
“Deal.” Oleg turned toward me and winked. “It’s your lucky night.” But the leer on his face said otherwise. There was no luck on our side that night. None at all. “But you need to make sure none of your other operatives interferes or the deal’s off.”
“I understand.” His expression still a mask of agony, Andrew’s voice is barely intelligible.
“No!” I didn’t want to accept that deal. We would live together or die together. I wouldn’t leave him alone to be murdered in cold blood.  
I looked at Andrew and our gazes locked. I saw the pleading in his dark brown eyes. 
“Then you’ll both have to die. The girl first.”
As he raised the gun toward my temple, Andrew leaped toward him, launching a roundhouse kick at the man’s chest. 
I instantly sprang into action the way I’d been trained, disabling the other man with a sharp punch and kick, which sent the weapon flying from his hands.
Andrew grabbed my hand and we ran from the room and down the hallway. Gunfire erupted all around us. We burst through the glass doors, outside in the fresh air. I heard more gunfire. Our operatives knew we were in trouble. They were fighting back. We’re going to survive I thought, just before Andrew crumpled to the ground. I dropped down beside him, oblivious to the battle still going on all around us. The world shrank to just Andrew, just his beloved face.
“I’m sorry,” he said, blood pouring from his mouth. 
I held his head in my hands, caressing his face. “Don’t go.”
“Sss—”And then he was gone. Ever since then, I’ve wanted revenge. Wanted to make Oleg pay. 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
Logan
 
 
With gritted teeth, I bash the chain between the cuffs repeatedly over the corner of a bathroom countertop until my hands finally fall apart. I search in every nook and cranny in the stateroom, looking for something I can use to pick the lock. My search is fruitless. Francisco holds prisoners here, so of course there are no tools or paperclips lying around. Fuck. Now what? If I ever get off this pimped-out vessel alive, I’ll never let my guard down ever again. I’ll constantly be vigilant. No more allowing my dick to rule my head.
I pace circles around the room, anxious. Being trapped like this sets my teeth on edge. I glance at my watch. Nineteen hundred hours. It must be dark by now. I hear a sudden sound, a light scratching at the door. Is Hannah trying to get in? I run over and say in a low voice, “Who’s there?”
“It’s me, Hannah,” she whispers. “Give me a minute. I think I’ve almost got it.”
The lock turns and an instant later, the door swings open. She rushes inside, a rifle slung over her shoulder, her reddish-blond hair looking wind-tossed and sexy. She looks badass and strong even wearing a too-big T-shirt that fits her like a tent. I long to wrap my arms around her, pull her close enough to smell what kind of shampoo she uses. But I don’t. No more out of control emotions for me. I’ve sworn those off.
 “This was the only stateroom that was locked, so I figured you must be in here.” 
The woman’s always so logical. Once again, she’s saved my ass. “I’m glad you’re here.”
Her gaze drops to my hands, separated but still cuffed. “Here, let me get those off for you.” Her hands brush against mine, instantly sending my heart rate galloping. She manipulates the lock on the cuffs with a paperclip, her lips pursed, her gaze focused. Finally, it pops open and she’s able to free my hands. I can still feel the lingering heat on my wrists where she’s touched me. Our gazes meet and lock for a moment. I feel momentarily lost gazing into her mesmerizing emerald green eyes. She clears her throat and begins pacing around the room. “Um, now we need to come up with an escape plan.”
“Do you think we could escape on one of the lifeboats?”
She nods. “Yes, that’s a possibility. But we won’t last long out here on open seas and we have no way to navigate. I contacted people to let them know of our predicament. I think it would make more sense to hide somewhere on the yacht. Then when help arrives, we’ll be able to quickly evacuate.”
“Where could we hide?”
She stops walking and purses her lips. There’s a long pause before she speaks. “I’ve been able to do some reconnaissance now that it’s dark and easier to stay out of sight.”
“Reconnaissance? Now that doesn’t sound like a word they use too often in the information technology industry.”
She frowns and glances away, looking almost guilty. “Yeah, well, we’ll talk more about that later. But for now, I was thinking we could deploy one of the lifeboats, so they will think we’ve left the yacht. There’s a luggage hold below the lower deck—I found a schematic of the boat in Francisco’s office. We can hide down there until help arrives. Francisco won’t expect us to know about it.” 
Damn, Hannah knows her stuff. She must have been doing undercover work of some kind. “That’s a great idea. How is the luggage hold accessed?”
She tucks a strand of wind-tossed hair behind her ear and glances toward me. “From the deck near where the helicopter landed. It’s well-hidden. You can barely tell there’s a door because it looks no different than the rest of the polished wooden deck. They probably only use it when there’s a delivery.”
“Delivery?”
“Yes, I found some shipping receipts in Francisco’s quarters. I have a pretty strong hunch I know what his new business is all about.”
“Let me guess. Arms smuggling?”
“You got it. I think he’s receiving arms from Eastern Europe that are being brought up through the Panama Canal. He must be distributing goods to this Sinaloan cartel he recently formed an alliance with.”
“Do you have the receipts?”
“I used an iPad in the office to photograph them and attached them to the messages I sent asking for help.” She grabs my arm and steers me toward the door. A surge of hot electricity races through me. “Right now, we need to launch the lifeboat and get out of sight.”
We lower the lifeboat into the water without incident and then move on to the main deck to access the luggage hold. I descend the staircase behind Hannah, licking my lips as I study her firm, shapely ass. I’m more than a little distracted by Hannah’s nearness. She has such a presence, one that’s hard to ignore. She walks, hips swaying, across the broad, empty expanse of the luggage hold. She turns toward me and tosses a lock of hair away from her face. A wave of desire surges within me. Even wearing that oversized T-shirt, she’s hot. She excites me. Her eyes wide, her lips moist, I imagine her naked on her back, legs spread, moving beneath me. I can almost taste those beautiful lips, imagine how all her delicious curves and toned muscles would feel pressed against my naked body. 
“You look like you’ve got something serious on your mind, Master Chief.” Her voice echoes in the huge open space.
I wonder how she would react if she could read my thoughts? Sometimes, I sense she’s attracted to me, but I’m so bad at reading women that most of the time I can’t be sure. “Don’t call me that.”
She walks closer. “Sorry. I have this bad habit of teasing. My partner, A—” Her voice trails off and she glances away.
“What is it? You don’t have to hide it from me. I figured a woman as lovely as you must have a boyfriend.”
“But I don’t. Not anymore.” Her voice sounds so sad and forlorn. Her brilliant green eyes well up with tears.
I clench my fists. What did this jerk off do? Did he dump her for another woman or mistreat her? I wish I could wrap my hands around the dude’s neck and squeeze the life out of the fucker. “Oh.” I don’t know what else to say. I don’t want to say anything that might magnify the pain that is so evident in her face.
“He… he died. And it was my fault.”
I long to wipe away her tears, to pull her into my arms and find a way to take all her pain away. Hannah’s story—the way she blames herself—sounds familiar. One of my Chief Petty Officers, Ethan, bore crippling guilt after one of his SEAL brothers—and his best friend—was killed during a mission. The two of them were near camp when they were ambushed. Ethan managed to escape, but Noah died. The incident nearly destroyed Ethan’s career. “I’m sure that’s not true.”
“I don’t want to talk about it.” Her voice is sharp as a blade. There’s no negotiation here. She doesn’t want to talk about it.
“Okay. I’m sorry.”
“It’s on me. I shouldn’t have brought it up.”
“I’m a good listener if you decide you want to talk.”
She bites her lip and turns away from me. “Thanks, but that won’t be necessary. Let’s get back to our plan. That’s what matters now.”
“Right. The plan.” With any luck, we can focus on what needs to be done. While she fights down haunting images from her past, I’ll fight my own demons—tuning out memories of the shivery excitement her touch incited and tamping down images of our naked bodies entwined. I want her. Badly. Even though I’ve told myself I won’t give in to my desires, that I won’t allow distractions to get me into trouble again. But Hannah’s different. She’s not evil and deceptive like Akari. She’s smart and thinks fast on her feet. She fascinating and mysterious. And there’s so much I have yet to find out about her. I want to know more. I want to know everything.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
Hannah
 
 
Damn this Master Chief. He’s starting to set me on edge. Whenever our gazes meet, lust flashes in his blue eyes. And it drives me insane. Heat courses through my body, making me yearn to grab him and crush my lips against his. I’ve tried to resist this attraction to him, but I’m fighting a losing battle. Every nerve ending and cell in my body seems attuned to him. The longing for him is drawing me in—closer, closer—like a magnet to steel. I feel almost helpless to resist. This smoldering desire is too powerful.
I’m irritated with Logan, with myself. I don’t want to fall victim to the searing heat that races up my arm whenever we touch. And it pisses me off to no end that he’s such a damn nice guy. He kept his family together when his father was away for so long, is helping his sister pay for nursing school. And the compassion I heard in his voice when I accidentally mentioned Andrew was just too much. I can’t fall under his spell. I lost the man I wanted. And it was all my fault. I shouldn’t crave Logan’s touch. I shouldn’t long to be held by him and comforted over a loss I think I’ll never get past. 
Why did I allow Andrew’s name to slip from my lips? Logan offered to listen if I wanted to talk about it. Damn the man. He’s making me soft. I can’t give in to my feelings, I can’t risk getting close to someone again. It’s not right, allowing myself to give in to this attraction. I feel like I’m betraying Andrew. He was the one I was meant to be with. No one else.
 Logan must never know about my past. I won’t talk about what happened to Andrew with him or anyone else. It will bring it all back and then I’ll be back where I was, in complete breakdown mode, weak and unable to go on. I’m ashamed of my vulnerability. I don’t want anyone to sense it. And I don’t want to indulge in a conversation that might throw me into Logan’s arms. I don’t belong to him. I could only ever belong to Andrew. 
I loved Andrew so much my heart felt like it would burst sometimes. Then I lost him in an instant. I could never feel that way about anyone again. It would be a betrayal of him, a betrayal of my principles. I imagined Andrew would be with me every day the rest of my life and suddenly I was looking into his vacant eyes, kissing his bloodied lips, and thinking that I should have died too, that I shouldn’t have been left here to endure endless days alone without his love.
What happened wrung me dry. I cried and cried until I had no tears left. All the emotions I’d had before seemed to ebb out of me. I felt no pain, no suffering, no sense of loss, nothing. I felt like a soulless being. Lost. Empty. I could be no use to anyone. So, I asked for a leave of absence. Left my post in Europe and flew to Mexico, renting a house in a Sonoran town I’d found through an online search. It was perfect for me. Hide out where no one would know me so when I met people I could tell them any made-up story I wanted to tell.
But now, all those emotions that I thought were dead and buried are surfacing once again. The minute Logan appeared in my life, my eyes opened again, and I felt like I was a living, breathing being. But I’m not comfortable with this sudden rush of emotions. Now I’m starting to doubt what I felt, wonder if what I had with Andrew was as real as I thought it was. In the months leading up to his death, we made love less frequently. He didn’t seem to want me that much, not the way he once did. Our once off-the-charts passion had cooled, and I didn’t know why. And he seemed distracted. Whenever I called him on it, he said it was nothing, just too much work. Then there was that one day I saw him with Samantha—oh, I shouldn’t let my thoughts go in this direction. I’m just making excuses, trying to give myself permission to dive into another relationship and forget everything Andrew and I had.
My feelings for Logan are such an intense mingling of lust, longing and connection. I want more of him. I sense the attraction between us is mutual, but I can’t have him. I need to stay away. Even if I gave in to my desires, it couldn’t work. He doesn’t know the truth. I’ve lied to him from the beginning. Once he learns my true identity, he won’t want me. Logan, like my brother, will write me off as a loser, someone who can’t hack it.
I can’t allow this whirlwind of thoughts to wreak havoc on my brain. Now is time to focus. Our goal now is simple—to get out of here alive. That’s more than enough to think about. I don’t need runaway desire and lust to muck everything up.
“Why don’t you come over and sit.” Logan’s voice cuts into my thoughts. “We’re probably going to be in for a long wait.”
He’s pulled a packing blanket out from a large crate and draped it over the structure for cushioning. He sits down on the crate and pats the empty space beside him.
I walk over and sit beside him. Logan kicks his feet back and forth looking down. Occasionally one of his heels taps against the crate. He seems as lost in thought as I am. The silence is palpable. And so is the attraction. There’s nothing to do but wait, but I can’t sit still. I shift around on my butt. My mind drifts off into fantasy land. My skin on the side nearest to him tingles with heat. God, how I want his lips mashed against mine. I want his naked body entangled with my arms and legs, so I don’t know where I end and where he begins. I risk turning toward him. I’ll just take one look, I tell myself. And then it happens. We’re drawn in toward each other like a storm breaking and in an instant we’re in each other’s arms.
His mouth meets mine, hot and demanding. His lips are plump and wet and warm. The intimate connection sends a wave of primal heat through my body. Oh, yes. This is what I want. I pull him in tighter, digging my fingernails into his back as I pull him closer and devour his lips. We taste each other’s mouths from every angle. His tongue pushes against the seam in my lips forcing them open. I sigh with pleasure as his tongue takes possession of my mouth. A wave of primal heat surges through me. Yes, I want to be taken. He conquers my mouth with his tongue, which sends a pulse of wet heat straight to my pussy. I want it all. For him to possess me in every way.
I gasp for air as my mind fights against this craziness. “I’m on birth control, but still…We shouldn’t—” The last thing I was expecting was a hookup, but I stayed on the pills after Andrew died to maintain the infrequent, light periods.
“I don’t care,” he answers with a ragged voice. “I can’t stay away from you for another minute. I just can’t.”
“I know,” I whisper.
“I always use condoms. Being with me won’t harm you.” His voice is gentle and there’s warmth in his eyes.
My logical mind battles with my raging hormones that scream at my brain to shut the fuck up. Men will say anything when they want sex. But Logan’s not like most men. He’s honorable. Can I trust him? Yes, my brain says. Can we get on with it? I allow myself to disappear into our frenzy of lust. It’s unstoppable.
“I trust you, Logan. And I want this. We might not survive. This might be our only chance.”
“It won’t be our only chance,” he says in a sensual, raspy voice. “We will survive. And tonight will be the beginning of something more for us.”
We kiss again, this time more desperately. The meeting of our mouths intensifies; it’s hotter, deeper. His tongue begs to penetrate my lips and once again, I eagerly open to the intrusion. My hands skim over the muscular contours of his shoulders, upper back and buttocks. Damn. Feeling that steely flesh stokes the fire inside of me. My nipples harden into tight peaks. I feel a desperate throbbing ache between my thighs. Having this man inside me isn’t something I want. It’s something I have to have, now, like my next breath of air. 
His hands tug at the collar of the oversized T-shirt I’m wearing, pulling it upward and in an instant, it’s over my head and cast aside. I unbutton his shirt, peeling it open to reveal his sculpted chest. He shucks his way out of the shirt and tosses it away. Our eager hands quickly remove what’s left of our clothing, but as we continue undressing, our lips only rarely pull apart. There’s so much desperation, so much need. It’s as if this wanton desire has been building up all day, waiting for the chance to explode. The hunger, the desperate need, the craving to be possessed.
We look at each other for a moment—I’m entranced by the sight of Logan naked in front of me. He’s so tall and powerful looking—every muscle strong and defined and ready to spring into action on his next mission. My gaze wanders over the length of him, taking in his broad, rounded shoulders, the perfect mounds of his chest, the rigid muscles of his abdomen. And oh my God. His cock. It’s hard, erect and damn huge. I feel an uncomfortable wrench in my pussy that reminds me how long it’s been since I had sex.
I’m guessing later, Logan’s well-trained muscles will help save our lives, but at this moment, they’ll serve another purpose—they’ll deliver some raw, stolen moments of pleasure. He could probably fuck me for twenty-four hours straight with this body. I lunge toward him, mashing my lips against his and wrapping my legs around his waist. 
We tumble in a tangled heap onto the floor. He kisses my lips softly and gazes at me. “You’re so beautiful, Hannah.”
My veins pulse with visceral need.
His lips skim over the column of my neck. I feel his feathery touch on my skin, the occasional flick of his tongue as his mouth makes its way down to my breasts. He draws a nipple into his mouth. I gasp with pleasure as shivers of delight course through my body. This feels so good. It’s been so long since a man’s hands and lips have worshipped my body. And I ache for this attention so much. I lie on my back feeling pleasantly helpless. I’ve lost all control. I want to turn myself over to Logan and let him do whatever he wants to me. I know whatever he does with his hands, his mouth, his cock—will be a carnal assault on my senses. He’s not the kind of man to grab pleasure for himself, to leave his partner unfulfilled. I imagine Logan will do everything in his power to make this the best sexual experience of my life. So far, he’s more than delivering.
His tongue sears a path down my stomach, leaving me panting with desire for more.
 “Mmm.”
“You like that, don’t you? I’m just getting started.” Logan’s hot breath tickles my clit and want pulses into my pussy. Wet heat soaks the space between my thighs. “Oh, God, that’s hot. You’re wet for me already.”
 “Logan.” It sounds good to hear his name on my lips. Can he sense how much I want him, how much I need him?
His lips brush over one of my inner thighs, tickling the tender flesh. I giggle and shift on the floor. The butterfly brush of his lips moves to my other inner thigh and I laugh again. 
“Oh, yeah, baby. I have to taste you.”
“Oh—” I can barely speak because I’m trembling with excitement. I’m desperate to feel his mouth teasing my sensitive flesh. Now. His rough hands grip my thighs. He opens my legs, wider, wider. His hot breath tickles my clit. Oh, damn. I can’t wait. I grind up toward him.
“Want something?” His dimples are deeper than ever. They frame his smile, wicked and so sexy.
“Logan,” I plead, desperate for his touch.
“What do you want me to do, Hannah?”
His deep voice sends a shock wave of excitement through me. Everything about this man turns me on. 
“I want your lips on me, Logan. Now. And then I want you to fuck me until I can’t move.”
“I thought that’s what you wanted, Hannah, but I had to make sure.” Golden flecks of lust flash in his eyes and then he fixes his gaze on the space between my legs. He licks his lips in anticipation just before his face disappears between my thighs. Oh. My. God. His tongue flicks over my clit and then plunges inside my hole. A burst of hot pleasure radiates from my center. All coherent thoughts fly from my mind. All I want is—more. More of this. Oh, God. Yes.
He drives two fingers inside of me as his tongue swirls over my clit. I buck up off the floor and moan, completely insane with lust. As his tongue continues to drive me closer to the edge, he plunges his fingers in and out of my slick wet walls. Overcome with lust, I writhe against his face. Sensation after sensation rip through me, hurling me toward orgasm. “Oh, Logan, I’m going to—” Pleasure detonates in my core, hurling me through wave after wave of bliss. I thrash and moan, completely out of my mind with pleasure. When the orgasm ends, I am breathless, sweaty, limp.
“That was a beautiful sight to see,” Logan says. He brushes some stray hair from my eyes and gives me a wet kiss on the lips. His mouth offers me a taste of my own salty juices. “Now let’s move on to the second part of your wish.”
“Yes.” I barely know Logan and I’m completely turning my body over to him. He roughly flips me over onto my stomach, grabs me by the hips, and positions me on my hands and knees. Hot damn. He must have read my mind. I love being fucked from behind. Deep penetration is definitely my style. My drenched pussy clenches in anticipation of what’s to come.
I feel the hot press of his cock at my entrance before he enters me. “Oh, yeah,” I whimper. He drives in so deep, I pant and moan with lust. I arch back against him to intensity the penetration as he thrusts in again and again, faster and faster, the wet slap of our bodies only intensifying my euphoria. I wonder if he’s turned on by the erotic view of his cock disappearing into my wet hole. Imagining that wanton sight turns me on even more. His claim becomes more ferocious, he’s gripping me tighter, pounding into me hard and fast. Damn, it feels so hot to be taken and owned like this. I never imagined turning myself over completely to a man could feel so naughty and so pleasurable.
Our frantic fucking soon hurls me over the edge again—damn. Tightness coils in my belly and a raw groan escapes my lips just before the orgasm blasts through me like dynamite. I bite down hard on my lips to halt the scream. 
Once my orgasm ends, Logan pulls out and maneuvers me onto my back, spreading my legs with one knee. He’s still ramrod hard, and his cock slides into my soaking wet opening in an instant, driving in and out. Watching the look of intense pleasure on his face amps up my excitement. The golden flecks of lust in his blue eyes, his clenched jaw, and deepened dimples tell me he’s half insane with desire. I’ve never orgasmed more than once, but our undulations rapidly hurl me toward orgasm number three. I pant and whimper in a crazed frenzy of lust. If someone burst into the room, I might not even notice, I wouldn’t even care. All I want is more of this insane and out of control wantonness, for Logan to keep on fucking me forever.
I bite back another scream as another wave of intense pleasure rips through me, wringing spasm after spasm of ecstasy from my body. Logan drives in a few more times and stills, moaning as he comes deep inside me.
Breathing heavily, he slips out of me and pulls me into his arms. “Damn. That was unexpected.”
“A desperation fuck on what could be our last night on Earth?” I say with a laugh.
He traces the outline of my lips with one finger.
“No, Hannah.” His voice is gentle, the expression on his face almost adoring. I’m suddenly shy and want to look away, but can’t. His eyes hold mine. “I wanted to make love to you the minute I saw you. What happened tonight was sudden. But that doesn’t—”
“Yes. Sudden. That’s for sure.” I cut him off and glance away. I’m not ready to hear him say more. I’m uncomfortable with trying to define it, what just happened between us. Guilt washes over me.
I feel like I betrayed Andrew. I shouldn’t have given in to my desire for Logan. While we were having sex, I completely forgot about Andrew, someone who’s never been out of my mind during my waking hours since that moment he died. It’s not right. I’m not supposed to forget him. I’m supposed to always remember. I don’t want my memories of what we had to dim, to fade away until they’re totally forgotten. It wouldn’t be right.
“I know I was rough and out of control,” Logan says, apologetic.
And moving in perfect rhythm with my body, in tune to all my wants and needs. “It’s fine, Logan.” More than fine. The man’s so gorgeous. I can barely look away from his sweaty face and body. I want to trace his jawline with my finger, see how it feels to dip my finger into one of his sexy dimples. No. I glance away from him. A burst of anger rises up from deep inside. I’m not sure whether it’s because I’m upset with myself or with him or just generally losing my mind.
“Maybe when this ends we can do it again. I want to take my time with you.”
I refuse to meet his sea blue eyes. The best way to handle this awkward moment is to deflect the conversation. “It’s something to fantasize about while we wait, isn’t it? Being off this yacht and back on dry land where we can do whatever we want?”
Logan brushes a strand of hair away from my face and tucks it behind my ear. The gesture is so gentle, almost loving. “Thanks to you, it’s possible. You did everything you could to get us out of this mess. And I haven’t done jack shit.”
“I wouldn’t say that. You’ve made my life interesting again.” The swell of anger I’ve been feeling suddenly dissipates. How can I be mad at Logan? He gave me my life back. And as for my desires? I’m only human. Andrew wouldn’t have wanted me to go on as an empty shell of a person after he died. He would have been shocked to the core to see me living in solitary confinement down here in Mexico, feeling depressed and defeated. He wouldn’t want this life for me, I know that. I think Andrew would have liked Logan. They’re a lot alike. Andrew was tough and determined and loyal.
His death kicked the life out of me. I moved to Mexico, moved through my days like I was in a trance with no purpose. The first time I eavesdropped on one of Francisco’s phone calls, my heart rate increased, the haze I’d been living under lifted—I felt like I was alive again. I had a purpose then, a reason to go on, which I had fast been losing. Then I met Logan. And what just happened was amazingly, mind-blowingly wonderful, but exactly the crazy kind of interlude I needed in my fucked-up life. But something’s happening. Something I can’t ignore. 
 Maybe I can move on. I don’t want to forget Andrew, but I need to forgive myself for what happened and allow myself a second chance at living. I was a decent CIA operative. I wasn’t perfect—no one could ever be that. But my work was my purpose. My special operations involvement allowed me to serve my country and halt criminal activity. Giving up my career could never work. I need to mend the brokenness inside me the best I can and go back. It doesn’t matter what my jerk brother or anyone else thinks. They don’t know the whole story. I’m the only one who can look in the mirror, analyze the big picture and decide what’s right for me.
 Logan raises my chin, forcing me to meet his gaze. “Hannah, what’s going on in that head of yours? You’ve gone someplace far away.”
Seeing the warmth in his eyes, the apparent depth of caring in their depths sears my heart. He’s so much what I want in a man, but I met him too soon. I don’t feel ready for this. 
“I was just thinking about what I want to do with my life after this ends. Assuming we survive,” I answer carefully. At least that’s honest. I can’t tell him about my former life.
“And what’s that?”
“I want to go back to work again.”
He reaches for me and strokes my face. “How did you arrive at that decision?”
I allow myself to meet his gaze and to skim my hand over one dimple, over the planes of his face. I can see in his unblinking eyes that he’s intently listening, that he’s interested in what I have to say. “I don’t know. It’s complicated. Something about all this made me realize I’m not ready to give it up, that I need to have a purpose.”
“That makes sense. I can’t imagine giving up my work either. It’s part of my identity. I’d be missing a piece of myself if I weren’t with my TEAM.”
“I understand.” I think again of Andrew. About how every day I’m missing something. The man who was once the center of my work and personal life. His absence has left this painful void inside me. Will it ever heal? I felt almost whole again when Logan’s lips were on mine, when I was entangled in his arms. The pleasure of being with Logan distracted me from the pain of losing Andrew. That’s so fucked up. How can you admit something like that? If I shared these thoughts with Logan, he’d never want me again. He’d probably be disgusted with me for allowing this to happen when I’m still obsessed with a dead man. I loved Andrew. At least I think I did. And I don’t want to forget him. 
Sometimes the boundary between fantasy and reality isn’t crystal clear. What Andrew and I had was intense. We traveled to exotic European cities, sleeping or making love in a different hotel every night, drank wine in a different restaurant with a view of a different river, sea, church steeple, town square, or castle. It was so James Bond. Always together, a tag team of two, lives always at risk, our heart rates galloping with the danger of our work and our passion for each other. Was it really love or just passion and closeness fueled by the desperation and adrenaline rush of all we were trying to accomplish? I’ll never know. 
Warmth radiates inside my belly as Logan continues to touch my face and look at me like he wants to memorize my facial features. There’s so much I can’t say. I could tell him that I’d like to stick with this long enough to understand what I’m feeling better. I could tell him I might be falling for him. That it feels like I am. But I won’t say any of these things. Because I can’t help wondering if what’s happening here is any different from what happened with Andrew? I shouldn’t get myself in too deep. This is probably just another relationship amped up by adrenaline and lust. 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
Logan
 
 
Damn, making love with Hannah felt incredible. I’ve been horny as hell lately, but never imagined my dry spell would end with mind-blowing sex like that. Damn. I’ve never been that on fire for any woman before. Hannah is one hell of a tigress in bed, that’s for sure, although tonight’s bed happened to be the floor—but neither of us seemed to notice the hard wood under us. No, I was way too lost in the sheer hedonistic bliss of being inside her. My cock stiffens again just thinking about how amazing it was, how good it felt to be squeezed by her tight wet walls. The whole sensual experience of having her limbs wrapped around me, feeling the silky feel of her hair brushing against my face and my shoulders, inhaling her tropical and womanly scent. And the intense connection—the similarities of some of our thought processes—made the experience even more amazing. The whole experience of our intimate time together intoxicated me. 
On so many occasions, sex has been nothing more than sating an immediate need. There were no emotions involved and once the act of lust ended, I was content to see the woman leave as soon as possible. I didn’t want to hold her or engage in cozy conversations. But tonight’s experience with Hannah seemed different. I could hold her in my arms for hours and feel compelled to protect her. Making love to her was like savoring an enticing appetizer. The taste only incited my desire for more of her deliciousness. I want to know her body more intimately and I want to experience, once again, that connection, that heady mingling of body, mind, and soul that blasted me to paradise. 
As I hold her in a tight embrace, feeling her breath, listening to her heartbeat slow down, my thoughts take flight. I know she has a lot on her mind. She’s been hiding some dark secrets—I know that for sure. She’s not what she seems. I’ve sensed she wants to open up to me, to admit she was never an IT professional, but so far, she doesn’t seem ready. 
Hannah mentioned wishing she hadn’t given up her career. She said her life seems unbalanced. She feels like something’s missing when she’s not working, while I know something’s missing because my entire life revolves around my military career. When I’m not working, I hang out with my SEAL brothers. And while they talk about women and fishing trips and weekend soccer games, I always find my thoughts drifting off to past missions and then to where we’ll be deployed next. Meeting Hannah flipped a switch inside my brain. Career no longer feels like enough. I want more. I’d like to have a beautiful woman to come home to, to share my life with—a woman like Hannah who is not only lovely, but strong and brave and brilliant. Holding her for a few stolen moments doesn’t feel like enough. I want to hold onto her for long enough to know if this could mean something.
My cock stiffens with desire. If only I could possess her one more time. Having her warm, naked flesh so close, pressed against the length of me is more than any hot-blooded male can take. But we’ve risked enough. We need to dress and be ready to escape when the opportunity presents itself. “I want to make love to you all over again.”
“Me, too. But I think—” 
“I know.” I kiss her softly on the lips. “We need to be prepared.”
I reluctantly untangle my limbs from hers and start picking up my discarded clothes. Strong emotions well up from deep inside me. Will we ever be together again? After tonight, we’ll probably be heading in different directions. She’ll return to her secret job in the States while I go back to Point Loma. Pain twists in my gut when I think of what’s started between us ending in a handshake and an exchange of “Have a nice life.” Why does that bother me so much? I barely know her. 
I feel the intensity of her stare as I concentrate on tying my shoes. “What’s the matter, Master Chief? You look like you just ate a rotten olive.”
I glance over at her. Her hair is so tangled and messy, her lips still swollen from so much kissing. I’d love to wake up beside her one morning, glance over to see her slowly open her sleepy eyes until I can see all their emerald brilliance. “You really have to stop calling me that.”
She laughs. “I know. My brother always told me I like to tease too much.”
 “I can’t say I like him much after what you’ve told me, but I think on this account he’s right.”
“You haven’t answered my question, Logan. Why do you look so upset?”
“I don’t know. I guess I was …” I know I can’t say it. It will come out wrong. If I tell her I’m not ready to let go, she’ll think I’m one of those desperate, clingy types and that’s the last thing I want her to think. I already look emasculated enough, getting myself into this predicament.
“What?” I see a white flash in her eyes that I can’t quite read. 
Is it worry that I’m making too much of what happened? Or is it hope that I’ll say I want more? If only I knew. All I know now is that I don’t feel ready to put my ass on the line. Not here, not now. “I’m preoccupied with what’s about to go down. Let’s talk about our plan.”
“Oh, yes, of course. Our plan.” She pauses and glances at her watch. “Let’s get on with it. Time’s a wasting.” Is that a hint of sadness I hear in the tone of her voice? No, that’s probably just what I wish I was hearing. It’s a fantasy. 
We spend the next twenty minutes discussing how we’ll handle different scenarios. She outlines innovative ideas on each situation. So great, in fact, that I start to know with one hundred percent certainty that she’s never worked in IT. She’s a special operator. I should have known the minute she burst out of her house and tried to save me. Every action she’s taken has offered clues that she’s received extensive combat training. In the beginning it seemed possible she might just be some bored woman who happened to have a black belt in karate. But how many women do you know who walk around carrying rifles with the same nonchalant air as if they had a purse slung over one shoulder? Not very many. Why didn’t I pick up on this right away?
Resentment and anger simmer inside my core. It’s all a game for her. Nothing more. She fakes she’s an IT professional. She pretends to be falling for me. Probably even the orgasms were fake. She put on a hell of a show faking she was seasick. I feel another uncomfortable twist in my gut. Like a knife jabbing in and being wrenched this way and that. I’m growing soft. Allowing my emotions to get in the way. I’ve got to get my head together fast or neither of us will get out of this alive. 
Despite the lies, I care about Hannah. My mission now is to make sure she survives this ordeal. It’s my fault she’s here. I gaze at her with longing, allowing myself one last memory of how beautiful her naked body appeared as she writhed underneath me lost in ecstasy. I long to brush the sexy tangles of her hair away from her face, gaze into her eyes and give her a long kiss. Deep in my core, I wish more than anything she could be mine.
The sound of helicopter rotors interrupts my wishful thinking. I hear a man shout in Spanish on the deck above us. “It must be a rescue team.”
Hannah raise her hand and we slap palms in a high five. “What do you say, Master Chief Logan. Shall we put plan C into operation?”
“That’s an affirmative. But if you call me that again, there’s going to be serious consequences later.”
“Mmm.” Hannah winks at me and gives me a sly smile. “A spanking perhaps?”
“Maybe,” I say with no hint of emotion. My game face is on. I’m ready.
 We snatch up our weapons and walk to the base of the ladder leading up to the deck. My heart beats faster, adrenaline races through my veins. The sound of gunfire erupts on the deck.
“Let’s go,” says Hannah.
“It’s show time,” I say. I push the door open and launch myself up onto the deck into the darkness.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
Hannah
 
 
Gunfire erupts all around us. Logan grabs me by the arm and moves me behind a pair of barrel chairs on the deck. “Stay down.”
We need to wait until things settle down, so we’re not caught in the crossfire. I hear the thunder of footsteps running across the deck. I’m tempted to take a peek, but Logan shoves my head down. “Wait.”
I know he’s right. Curiosity killed the cat. Now’s the time for patience. When the men run by, Logan calls out, “Ethan, it’s Harris.”
A dark shadow halts and turns toward us, then takes cautious steps toward where we’re hiding. 
“Are you leading the mission, Ethan?”
“That’s an affirmative. We received a message earlier with your approximate location and deployed as soon as possible. We’ve already taken out several hostiles and locked up the captain in the bridge. Josh is there manning the ship for now. I’m not sure if any hostiles are still hiding on board. I’m going to instruct the team to search the yacht now.”
“Very good, Ethan. We can back you up if you want,” Logan says. “By the way, the woman who contacted you and has been trying to save my ass out here is Hannah Pendleton. Hannah, this is Chief Petty Officer Ethan Patterson.”
I shake the man’s proffered hand. “Pleased to meet you, sir.”
“Nice to meet you, too. Are you in special operations?”
I hesitate a bit too long. “No. Just happened to be in the right place at the right time.”
The two men exchange a glance. I know Logan suspects something. Soon enough, the truth will come out. I’m surprised this SEAL Ethan didn’t dig up any dirt on me. But maybe there wasn’t time. He and Logan will find out soon enough I’m sure. But better later than sooner. Now’s not the time to complicate things. 
Ethan gives orders to the team to split up. Groups are assigned to search each level. We walk past several bloodied bodies sprawled out on the deck. “The men from the helicopter,” I say, pointing.
Logan nods. “Can you show us the other bodies?”
Ethan walks us around the deck and we notice there’s one person noticeably missing. Francisco.
“Francisco is the man who kidnapped me, and then grabbed us and brought us here. He’s not among the dead.”
“Give me a description and I’ll advise the team.”
Logan describes Francisco and I add a couple of telling details—most notably the small tattoo of an anchor I saw on his left forearm. 
Ethan speaks to his team on the radio, giving orders and a description of Francisco.
We search the executive suite but find no one. We meet with the rest of Ethan’s team on the lower deck. The entire vessel has been searched but there’s no sign of Francisco. 
 “Where the hell is he?” Logan sounds exasperated. 
I feel equally irritated. “We launched one lifeboat as a decoy, hoping it would trick Francisco into thinking we’d abandoned ship. But we could check to see if any other lifeboats are missing.”
“Good idea,” says Ethan. 
We peruse the front and rear decks, finding only one lifeboat missing.
“Maybe there’s another vessel in the area,” Ethan suggests. 
“That’s possible,” says Logan.
Ethan rubs his chin between two fingers, a thoughtful look on his face. “Josh is manning the bridge. I’ll ask him to check the radar. He’s probably studying up on how to maneuver this yacht. This isn’t the kind of watercraft we normally man. And I don’t imagine his captor is offering a lot of help.” Ethan holds the radio to his mouth, asking Josh to check the radar. His lips pursed, he taps one finger on the side of the radio as he waits for a response. 
After a couple of seconds of static, Josh says two objects are moving away from us on the radar. His theory is that there might have been a ship or a submarine nearby when the helicopter landed and somehow Francisco managed to escape on one of those vessels since there was a lot of distraction during the firefight. Ethan acknowledges the possibility. Josh asks Ethan if he wants him to pursue the watercraft. Ethan answers affirmatively.
“Where do you think they’re headed?” Ethan asks.
“Someplace in Baja for sure. Maybe the islands or La Paz?”
“What’s the good of following them?” I blurt out before I have a chance to stop myself. “We need to catch them with their pants down so to speak.”
Ethan frowns and stares at me. “Lady, for someone not in special ops, you seem to have a lot of ideas.”
I shrug, doing my best to look innocent. “I read a lot of thrillers. What can I say?”
“I bet you do.” The doubt is apparent in the deepening lines on his brow.
“Hannah found papers in Francisco’s quarters that link him to arms smuggling,” Logan says.
“During our briefing, a possible link to arms smuggling was discussed but we left so quickly I wasn’t able to study the documents that were sent on this. Can you show me?” 
“Sure. The papers I found are upstairs in the executive suite. We might be able to find more stuff up there if we looked.”
“Wait a minute…” Ethan rubs his chin, studying me too closely. “I knew you seemed familiar. Now this is all starting to make more sense.”
All the blood drains from my face. “What do you mean?” I feel exposed, naked.
Logan looks over at me, his eyes flashing with irritation. I feel like I’ve been punched in the gut. I should have told him when I had the chance. Enough has happened between us, he deserved to hear the truth from me. But it’s over now. It’s too late for me to fix things. There will be nothing left of us after he hears the truth.
Ethan crosses his arms in front of his muscular chest and glares. “Our team was on a mission in Slovakia a few months ago. During a briefing, we were informed about a thwarted CIA operation that left one special operator dead. They showed us photos—of you and your murdered partner.”
“What the fuck?” Logan’s angry voice rips through the air. Then his gaze bores into me. He speaks to me in a cold, sharp voice that cuts like a knife. “Is this true, Hannah?”
I feel gutted. I don’t want to talk about this. To relive it all over again. To admit that I’ve lied to a man who trusted me and has done everything in his power to earn my trust in return. “Yes. I’m sorry. I don’t know what to say.”
“You lied to me, Hannah. Why?” 
“I—I, the incident was very traumatic. Andrew and I worked together for five years. And there was more.”
“You were sleeping with the guy?”
His words and the cold tone of his voice hurt worse than a slap across the face. Inside my chest my lungs feel stiff and inflexible. I can barely breathe. “I can’t talk about it.”
“So, you work for the CIA?” Logan says. 
I bite my lip, fighting back tears. I won’t cry in front of these SEALs. I’ll fight it even if it rips me apart. “No. Not now. I was with the CIA, but I took a leave of absence. That part’s the truth.” 
“We’ll see about that. Ethan, make some calls, find out what’s really happening here. She’s lied enough already. Why should we believe her now?”
“Master Chief, with all due respect, I think Ms. Pendleton had good reasons for not sharing her story. That experience must have been traumatizing.”
I quickly glance up at Ethan and read compassion in his dark brown eyes. He seems to understand what I’ve been through. But when I look at Logan, I see no mercy in the hard lines of his face. Or in the cold, slivers of silver in his eyes. He’ll probably never forgive me for my lies or even give me a chance to try to make him understand.
“Whatever. I want you to find out as soon as possible so we know what we’re dealing with. In the meantime, let’s not leave her alone.”
“Sorry, Master Chief, but this is my mission. I recall a time not long ago when you put me in charge of protecting someone. Mia. I didn’t like it much at the time, but I’ll admit it turned out to be a good call. Now we’re pretty much inseparable. So today I’m going to return the favor. I’m assigning you the job of watching over Ms. Pendleton.”
Logan narrows his eyes at him. “You’ll pay for this, Patterson.”
Ethan smiles, one corner of his mouth rising slightly higher than the other. “I have no doubt about that. But in the meantime, those are my orders. Don’t allow her out of your sight, not even for a minute, is that clear?”
 “Yes, Chief Petty Officer.” Logan’s face is flushed a dark shade of fuchsia. He’d clearly like to strangle his SEAL brother right now. And as for me? Ethan’s order feels like a curse. All I want is to be alone. To curl up in a ball and weep until an ocean of tears carries me back to emptiness again.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
Logan
 
 
Ethan ordered me and Hannah to wait in Francisco’s suite until he returns. Damn it all to hell. I feel like a caged animal. Sure, the suite’s luxurious and the size of half a football field. I may never get another chance to sprawl out on white leather cushions or stride across shiny marble tiles, but I’ve never been much for fancy ass decor anyway. How can anyone fucking relax in this suite? I keep thinking I might get the upholstery dirty or scratch a tile. I would much prefer to be in my man cave where I can kick back with a beer and a jar of peanuts and watch a ball game without worrying about getting crumbs on the floor.
 It’s not just this room, though. It’s her. Hannah. I don’t want to be trapped in this room alone with her right now. I wanted to be part of the action. Ethan and the other SEAL Team Three members are holding a briefing in the dining room. Ethan retrieved the papers about the shipments and left. I’ve been excluded from their plans completely. It’s Hannah’s fault, damn it. Thanks to her, I’ve been sidelined—left on the fringes with nothing to do. Images of Hannah naked flash through my mind. Her just-fucked hair a cloud around her face, her eyes hazy with lust, the sweaty sheen on her lithe, athletic body. No. I won’t allow myself to fantasize about her or, even worse, be drawn into her web and end up tumbling onto the king-size bed with her once my mind’s overpowered by lust. 
I jab at the air, wishing I could launch dozens, maybe hundreds of kicks and punches at a boxing bag until my frustration subsided. Damn. Ethan thinks I should just let her lies go and move on. But how? It hurts that Hannah hid her identity from me. She certainly didn’t try very hard to guard her body—she seemed quite willing to let me take possession of it. She said there hadn’t been anyone since Andrew, but who knows—that could be another load of crap. I grind my teeth together, clenching my jaw. The thought of her with another man fuels my fury to a whole new level.
I glance toward her. She’s standing, her posture stiff and facing away from me, her arms crossed over her chest, her wavy hair falling down her back. I wonder what she’s thinking about. Clearly, she’s irritated with me for calling her out. But does she feel blameless or does she feel guilty for deceiving me? And what about everything that’s happened between us? For me I felt the passion between us was real—like an atomic explosion I’ll never forget. Does she feel that way too? Or was Act One seasickness and convulsions and Acts Two through Four a series of fake orgasms? Fuck. I can’t even stand thinking about it. If only I were a part of this mission, instead of the reason for it, my brain would be engaged in planning and all these fucked-up emotions and confused thoughts could be pushed aside.
I want to shout out, “How could you?” But I know I won’t. I’ll pace around and stew until Ethan returns if I don’t give into the ever-present impulse to fuck her like there’s no tomorrow. What is it with me? I’ve lost my mind. I was a man in control of his life until I met Hannah and now one incredible lay has turned me into a nut case.
If only I could make some sense of this. Why did she lie? Would it have been that hard to tell me the truth? I clench my fists, telling myself that she lied because lying is part of her job description and is what she’s best at. Although she’s damn good in bed. Or on the floor. Oh, fuck, she’d be an amazing lay wherever we happened to find ourselves—in the jungle, in a pool, in the back seat of a car. I glance toward the opened French doors that lead to the bedroom. From where I’m standing, I can see the fluffy pillows, the thick comforter stretched across the king-size bed. Oh, how I’d love to bounce her on that mattress and entangle ourselves in the sheets. 
I imagine slowly disrobing her and making love to her in that bed. Taking my time with her, tasting, touching, exploring until I found every sensitive spot on her body.
I know why I’m here instead of in the dining room with the team. Ethan put us together because he wanted me to talk to her. To see the situation from her point-of-view. I get that she’s upset. I saw the suffering in the depth of her eyes. Hannah’s still mourning the loss of her partner. And she feels responsible for his death. Ethan empathized with her right away because he’s been there. He blamed his carelessness for his SEAL brother and best friend Noah‘s death on a mission. I know how much Ethan suffered. He had to take leave and get a lot of counseling and even after all that, he didn’t really mend until he met Mia. The woman I assigned him to protect. She somehow helped him to forgive himself.
I hear the sound of the oversized flip flops Hannah found in a closet here, slapping on the tile as she walks away from me. She disappears into the office area. I hear drawers opening and then slamming shut again. I wonder what she’s looking for now. Maybe more invoices pertaining to the arms deals she believes Francisco’s involved with.
I consider telling her that Ethan’s in charge, and that she shouldn’t be digging through files without his permission. Then I tell myself I’m being a fucking prick. I should just mind my own business and let her explain herself when Ethan returns. 
I’d like to run ten miles right now. Since that’s not an option and Hannah can’t see me, I drop to the floor and my muscles pump like pistons as I rapidly perform a hundred pushups to clear thoughts of Hannah from my mind. That’s better, I think to myself as I wipe sweat from my brow.
I walk into the kitchen and open the refrigerator. A few chilled bottles of Tecate are tucked inside the door. A cold beer could do me good for sure. It can’t hurt. I’m not in charge anyway. And I’m only going to have one or two. I grab a beer, pop off the top and take a swig. I let out a long sigh. I down the rest of the beer in one long swallow. My head feels lighter now. I tell myself I can deal with this Hannah situation. We’ll just wait it out until this mission is over and then say our goodbyes. It’s no big deal. It’s not like we’ve got anything to tie us together. I won’t miss her that much, I tell myself. Then I launch myself in her direction the instant I hear her cry out.
“Oh, my God. It’s not possible. It can’t be. I have to do something.”
I rush into the office and before I can stop myself, my hand lands on her arm. “What is it, Hannah. What’s wrong?”
She’s holding a pile of papers in her trembling hands. “I found some more shipping documents.”
“Why are you so upset? That’s what you wanted to do, isn’t it—learn more about out what’s going on with Francisco’s network.”
“You wouldn’t understand.”
Her shoulders are hunched forward, and her lovely hair is falling into her face. And then I see her tears splashing onto the tile. I’ve been such a jerk. The poor woman is in agony. She lost her partner. And she loved him. And all I can think about is my frustration. Maybe I’m acting like a jerk because I don’t want to imagine Hannah with any other man than me. So, it hurts. I can take the pain. I’m a man—I’m built for hardship. But seeing how upset she is—that twists like a knife in my gut in the worst kind of way. I want to protect her, to wipe away all this grief and suffering and bring a smile back to her face. “Why don’t you try to explain. I’ll do my best to listen this time.”
She wipes her eyes with the back of her free hand and sets the papers down on the desk. I open my arms to her and she allows me to step toward her, to place my hands on her shoulders and to pull her in toward my chest. 
She sobs softly for a minute on my shoulder before starting to speak. “When I saw you were in trouble, I wanted to help. But I never imagined it would lead to this. Some of those signatures. I recognize the handwriting because I saw them on documents we found in Latvia. They’re Oleg Romanov’s. He’s the one who killed Andrew.”
“Oh, Hannah, I’m so sorry.” I stroke her hair and her back. I wish I could transport her away from her painful past. I’d like to assure her that I’m here for her now and that’s all that matters. But I sense that I have to let her make her own journey. And I still have some of my own demons to conquer.
“I need to stop this crying.” She pulls herself abruptly from my arms. She shakes a trembling fist through the air. “I have to find that man and kill him.”
“We can’t, Hannah. This isn’t our mission.”
She crosses her arms over her chest and frowns, her gaze cast downward. “I don’t care. That man can’t get away again. He must be stopped.”
“We’ll find a way to put an end to this, but we have to stay calm. What else did you find in the files? Anything?”
She raises her gaze to meet mine. Her brilliant emerald eyes glitter with intelligence and energy. The woman doesn’t miss a thing.  “Yes. There are several companies listed on the invoices. Large amounts of money are being paid to a shipping company in Panama City. They must be facilitating the transport of the arms to this part of Mexico. A special crew is hired to maneuver the ships through the locks. Apparently, Francisco’s payments keep anyone from digging too deep as to what’s on board.”
“That’s good information. Ethan should know about it. He’ll want to get some operators on the ground in Panama to dig deeper. Are you still in touch with anyone at the CIA? A collaborative mission could be more effective.”
She nods. “Yes. If they knew about all of this, they’d want to be involved, I’m sure of it. They probably won’t be all that surprised to hear from me since I emailed my boss about our location on Francisco’s computer.”
“The more support we have, the better. This is obviously a very powerful arms dealing network and once those vessels we’re following reach Baja, we might be facing off with the marines or the police. In Mexico, you never really know who’s on your side. Let’s go talk to Ethan. I don’t care what he ordered us to do, he’s going to need our help.”
Yellow flames of anger flicker in her eyes. “Oleg must be stopped. I need that to happen, so I can get my shit together.”
“You already have your shit together, Hannah. You just don’t know it yet.”
Her posture wilts with guilt. “Thanks, Logan. I’m sorry I hurt you. I never meant to lie to you. It just sort of happened. It was easier to keep my painful memories buried than to try to cope with them. I wasn’t sure what would come up if I tried to tell you about it.”
“I understand, Hannah. That’s why Ethan quarantined us together like this after we argued. He suffered a terrible loss on a mission years ago. He knew what you were feeling and figured I’d catch on eventually. It just took a while to get it through my thick skull. But I want to help. I’m on your side.”
Hannah looks up at me with those heart-melting emerald eyes and kisses me softly on the cheek. 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
Hannah
 
 
Logan says we should interrupt Ethan’s meeting instead of waiting. 
“He might be pissed at first, but he’ll calm down once he learns we have important information to share.”
 “I’ll take your word for it.” As we walk side by side down the stairs to the third level, I try to assemble my thoughts. The documents I’ve found are essential to understanding Francisco’s latest business involvement. This will be key to helping the SEALs with their operation, but I feel more like cowering, than striding into the room, head held high with confidence. 
The SEAL team will want to contact my boss, Terence, I’m sure. I haven’t spoken to the man in months. What am I going to say to him? What will he say to me? Or maybe the real question is what will he say on speaker phone in front of the others? 
For weeks, I’ve known that I needed to go back to work. But to have it happen so abruptly like this? I’m not sure I’m ready. Maybe it’s better that I don’t have too much time to think about it, that I’m on the spot with a job to do. I just have to go out and do it.
 What matters now is taking down Oleg. I clench my fists, digging my nails into my palms. Bastard. I hate him with every fiber of my being. I’d like to pump a round or two into his nuts and watch him bleed to death or stab him over and over again. It won’t bring Andrew back, but the man deserves to suffer for taking the man I loved away from me.
Logan reaches out and gently touches my cheek. “They need your help with this operation. I know you’re in a tough situation. But you’re going to have to keep your head, Hannah.” Logan says it in a tone of voice that is both matter-of-fact and understanding.
I reach for his hand and give it a squeeze before letting go. “I know. I’ll do what needs to be done.”
While we walk together toward the room where they’re holding the briefing, so many memories come flooding back—all about the adrenaline-filled life Andrew and I lived together. We were always on the run—there was always danger, always edgy excitement and the thrill of traveling—to Budapest, Prague, London, Paris, Stockholm, and so many other exotic cities. It was the life I’d always dreamed of—exciting, glamorous and sometimes terrifying—until it ended in the worst possible way.
Now Andrew’s gone. And I’ve met someone else. I don’t know where this relationship with Logan is going but I want to give it a chance. But I feel this weight of guilt on my shoulders. I doesn’t feel right to be happy when the man I was supposed to marry is six feet under the earth, forever silenced.
But living in the past hasn’t served me well. It took me to Mexico where I lived like a recluse and lost all my drive and reason to go on. And trying to bury my feelings was another losing prospect—who was I fooling? Certainly not myself. One way or another—with Logan or on my own, I need to find closure and get back on a path to living again. 
I snap back to reality when I hear Logan rap softly on the door to the dining room. Through the glass windows, I can see all the men gathered around two long tables they’ve pushed together. I feel my palms sweating against the papers I’m holding in my hand. Ready or not, it’s show time…
Ethan stands up and walks to the door. He opens it a crack, his displeasure evident in the lines on his forehead and the deep dimples around his frowning mouth. “Why are you two here? My orders were to stay in the suite.”
“I understand that, Patterson, but we uncovered some documents you need to see.”
“Documents?”
Logan nods toward me. I step forward. “Chief, I was looking through the files in Francisco’s office. I found many receipts that show evidence that he’s been smuggling in weapons. Most of them are from Eastern Europe.” I clear my throat. “One of his suppliers is someone I arranged to meet on a CIA operation four months ago in Latvia. The mission in which my partner was killed.”
“Hmm. Very well. We’ll need you to brief us on that. Permission to enter.” He opens the door wider and allows us to walk through. We grab two chairs from a nearby table and scoot into a space the men have opened for us.
“Hannah has some information pertaining this operation that she would like to share,” says Ethan.
I clear my throat and gaze around the room at the serious faces watching me. It feels like years since I’ve been in a briefing, surrounded by expectant faces, feeling under the gun. I drum my fingers on the table and then pull my hands down and fold them, sticky and sweaty, in my lap. “Probably by now most of you are aware that I’m a CIA operative. I’ve been a bit out of the loop lately, um, I, well…I took a leave of absence a few months ago after my partner of several years was executed.” I pause for a moment to take a deep breath and clear my head.
“At the time, we, Andrew and I, were involved in an undercover operation in Latvia. We were tracking an arms dealer we believed had a worldwide distribution chain. We arranged a meeting with some of individuals we believed were at the top in the organization. The night before our scheduled meeting, two men showed up on our ship and held us at gunpoint. That’s when my partner was killed. I managed to escape but it was clear our cover was blown.”
“Was the operation completely abandoned?” Ethan asks.
“I’m not sure, quite honestly. I flew back to Washington for a debriefing then took leave immediately afterward. I don’t know if it was ever determined how the organization found out we were agents or if anyone else was sent over there to take our places.”
“I see.” Ethan rubs his chin and nods for me to continue.
“Here’s what I do know.” I lean forward, resting one elbow on the table. “I found documents in Francisco’s office that link the leader of that organization we were tracking, Oleg Romanov, to Francisco. Oleg’s the one selling armaments to Francisco. And he’s also the man who killed my partner.”
“Did you uncover anything about the routing of them?”
“Yes. There are receipts paid to an import/export company in Panama City. As you know, when boats go through the locks, special people skilled in maneuvering through them must handle that part of the transport. It seems that Francisco is paying off those agents to be silent about what’s on board his boats. Once the goods get through the Panama Canal, they’re brought by boat up to Mexico for distribution to the cartel he’s now affiliated with.”
“May I see those documents, please?”
“Yes, of course. “I fumble with the papers, stuck to my sweaty hands, finally pushing them in front of him. “I have them right here.”
Ethan studies each sheet quietly, smoothing a finger over one of his dimples. I glance over at Logan, but he’s looking at Ethan. Finally, Ethan looks up and fixes his gaze on me. “Interesting.” 
“That’s all you have to say? Interesting?” I speak in a high-pitched voice and instantly regret it. I pause and do my best to speak in a calmer tone. “Oleg needs to be stopped.” 
“The next logical step seems to be to form a collaboration with the CIA on this operation. They might be privy to information we’re not aware of. As for you, Hannah…” Ethan pauses, apparently carefully considering what he’ll say next. “I’m not sure what your involvement should be. I’m concerned about your emotional attachment to this situation.”
“I’ve proved my worth as an Operations Officer over the years. I want a chance to see justice done.”
Ethan’s brows draw together. “At what cost? I expect everyone involved in this operation to keep a cool head. We can’t have any vigilantes acting without direct orders.” He locks gazes with me, and I see he’s dead serious.
“With all due respect, Chief, I don’t believe you know me well enough to judge me so harshly.”
“Actually, I’m impressed as hell by all you’ve done, Hannah. You’re proved your worth. Let me make a call to the CIA right now. I’ve got the headquarters number in my call database. Who was your direct supervisor?”
“Terence Washington.”
“We’ll see what he has to say and decide how to proceed from there.”
“Thank you, sir.”
He keys in a number on the satellite phone. I sit waiting, wringing my hands, but keeping them carefully under the table to hide my anxious fidgeting. What if my boss says I can’t handle the pressure, that I’m unpredictable, unhinged and likely to go rogue? It’s not likely—I established a long track record of successful operations until the day Andrew died. But my request for leave was sudden and I haven’t been in touch with Terence since I moved to Mexico. 
I picked up the phone and thought about calling him on several occasions. But each time I chickened out. I kept wondering what I would say. I hadn’t made up my mind whether to return or not and he certainly wouldn’t be interested in hearing I was so bored out of my skull I’d taken to spying on my neighbors and listening in on private phone conversations. Who knows what’s going on in the man’s mind? He may have assumed by now that I would never come back.
“This is Chief Petty Officer Ethan Patterson calling from SEAL Team Three. I need to speak with Terence Washington right away, please. The matter is urgent.” There’s a pause. “Thank you.”
He glances around the room as he waits. He doesn’t put the phone on speaker. I’ll never know what Terence says to him about me unless Ethan decides to share that information. And if what he says isn’t good and Ethan does make it public, I’ll have to suffer the consequences. Damn, this situation sucks.
“We’ve got a serious situation going down with arms dealers in Mexico.” Briefly, Ethan details Logan’s kidnapping and how he was rescued by me.
There’s a sharp enough uptick in intonation on the other end, I can tell Terence is shocked to learn of my involvement in this. “There’s much more to this story,” says Ethan. He mentions how we were recaptured and brought onboard this yacht and everything else that led up to me finding the documents that incriminate Oleg. “Collaboration between our organizations seems imperative to the success of this operation.” 
Ethan listens attentively while Terence shares his take on the situation, responding with an occasional yes and I see. “Very well, would you like to speak with her?” Ethan glances in my direction and nods. I don’t see any judgment in his expression. Maybe Terence didn’t say anything too awful about me. “You can speak with her confidentially if you like.”
He leans toward me and hands me the phone, speaking in a low voice. “I’ll give you the option to stay here or step outside if you prefer to speak in private. But I’ll need to speak with him after you’ve finished your conversation either way.”
Ethan’s an impressive guy. He knows how to keep a cool head and be compassionate at the same time. “I can talk here,” I say. “Hello, Terence,” I say into the receiver, hoping he doesn’t detect the tremor in my voice. I can do this, I tell myself.
“I thought you disappeared off the face of the earth.” Trust Terence to go right to the heart of the matter.
“Nope. Still here. Can’t seem to stay out of trouble.” I see a few smiles in the crowd of long faces. It’s good to know the SEALs have a sense of humor after all. 
“It sounds like you haven’t lost your edge.”
“I’ve got a few moves left in me I suppose.”
“We could use your help with this, Hannah. But before you answer, I need to be quite honest with you—this situation stinks. We sent two more agents to Latvia a month after you took leave. They were both executed soon after they arrived.”
I feel like I’ve been gut punched as I imagine which other agents are now dead. I hope it wasn’t Olivia. Or Alex. “Was it Olivia or anyone else I knew who—”
Terence interrupts me. “No. One was a new hire. The other was someone I don’t think you knew. I wouldn’t have sent Alex or Olivia over there after what happened to Andrew.”
“I see.” Just hearing Andrew’s name raises a large lump in my throat. I glance over at Logan. There’s something in his eyes I can’t read. His jaw muscles look tight. Is the pain evident in my face? Is he worried about me? Is he jealous? “Have you considered a mole?”
“I think it’s a certainty. That’s why I stopped sending agents there. It was too much of a risk.”
“This new information puts us back in the game. I want to come back. I want to help finish this.”
Terence clears his throat but then doesn’t say anything for what seems like infinity. “I don’t know, Hannah. We haven’t even been in touch recently. I started to believe you weren’t coming back.”
“I never gave you any indication I wasn’t coming back. We agreed I’d take six months off. I needed to decompress—and I couldn’t have done that if I was in touch all the time.”
“Yes, but—”
“Terence, I have to come back. I can’t sit around idle anymore. It’s awful. I’m bored. And I feel useless. Plus, you need my help.”
“Maybe I do. But can you be objective? I can’t have an agent out in the field only motivated by revenge. You have to stay in control and follow orders.”
“I can do that, Terence. You can trust me.” At least I hope that’s true. His instincts are correct. I don’t have my emotions in check. If I don’t stay in control, I could jeopardize the operation. I want to get back into the swing of things, but maybe for now, I should take a step back instead of launching myself into the fire. But I can’t stand the thought of sitting back and waiting for others to make it happen. Ever since Andrew died, I have wanted more than anything to take Oleg down. It couldn’t be done before, but now it’s easily within my grasp.
After a long pause, Terence answers. “We have protocols that must be followed, Hannah. There are authorization documents you need to sign for me to clear you to return to work.”
“I understand, Terence. Send them over. I’ll sign electronically. You know I’m surrounded by this team of SEALs, right? They’re waiting to devise a plan.”
“He can send any necessary documents to my satellite phone,” Ethan offers. He reads off an email address. “It’s completely secure. Uses advanced encryption.”
I relay the information to Terence. “I’ll get everything back to you quickly.”
“May I speak to Petty Officer Patterson now, please?”
“Yes, of course.”
I hand the phone back to Ethan and return to twisting my hands in my lap. Please. Please, just say yes.
 “I agree Hannah’s assistance would be an asset.” Ethan says, followed by yes and I understand a few more times. Then he holds out the phone to me. “It’s a go, but he wants to speak with you one more time.”
Yes! I’m in. “I’m back on the line now, Terence,” I say in the calmest voice I can muster.
“I’m risking my ass on this, Hannah. Patterson’s in charge and he seems to be good with having your help, so I’ll go with it. I’ll send a team of agents to La Paz within the hour. But if Patterson tells me you’re not staying cool as a cucumber, I’m going to pull you off the op. Is that clear?”
“Crystal. Don’t worry, I can handle this, Terence.” But as I tell myself that, I’m already fantasizing about the final conversation I’ll have with Oleg, how I’ll say he must pay for killing Andrew. Right before I fire a dozen rounds into his nuts.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
Logan
 
 
A team of CIA undercover operatives is being mobilized and transported to La Paz—our best estimate as to where the two vessels we’re pursuing are headed. We’re still not sure whether they’re boats or submarines. We’ve reviewed every possible scenario, the best of which will be that no hostiles will be on land waiting to meet the vessels. The worst cases would involve the submarines having torpedo launching capability or the Mexican police or military standing by to help Francisco and his cartel buddies.
Ethan and the other members of the team have thoroughly searched this yacht and uncovered a shitload of weapons. That fire power, along with what my fellow SEALs brought along, should be more than sufficient. Undoubtedly, the crew on the two vessels have figured out they’re being pursued by Francisco’s yacht. We’re going to be facing some kind of combat situation before this is done.
I wish Hannah’s boss had pulled the plug on her participation, though. She’s not up to this, I can tell. She may put up a tough front, but I can see in her eyes what isn’t evident in her voice—the anger, the sadness, the depth of her suffering. And it’s threatening to rip me apart. I’ve suddenly become a participant with her on this emotional rollercoaster and I don’t want to be here, not really. I ache to ease her emotional turmoil but feel helpless to do anything about it. How could I help? I’m not the man she wants. The one who can make everything right for her. She wants Andrew—a dead man—not me. 
Damn it all to hell. The truth of the matter is I’m jealous. Is that fucked up or what? The man is dead, not waiting in the wings. But he’s on her mind every minute. How can I compete with a ghost? It’s impossible. A losing game. I should walk away before I get any more in over my head than I am already. Hannah’s far from ready for a new relationship. How can she be when revenge is all she can think about? I hope she can keep her head together. It might destroy her if Ethan pulls her from the mission when the prize she wants is so close. I’m not going to say anything to him unless it’s clear I have to—I won’t jeopardize what’s going to go down.
Ethan assigned me one task, and one task only—to protect Hannah. He asked me to keep her inside this suite until after we anchor. Clearly, he wants to make sure she’s not the first to confront Oleg. It’s no surprise she’s not a fan of this plan. She was digging her nails into her palm the whole time Ethan outlined it. I could see her hands in her lap from where I was sitting. But she’s staying quiet since following orders is her only chance to participate at all. 
 Hannah interrupts my reverie. “Logan, what’s on your mind? You’ve been pacing around this room for almost a half an hour.” 
“I’m thinking about what we’re up against.” I glance over at her and lock gazes with her. Damn. Her wide eyes are a mesmerizing green in the low light. Her long, dark lashes make her eyes appear even larger. I often see the full spectrum of emotions in their depths, and now? I see flickers of desire. So subtle, but that spark of sensual passion inside her—I already know from experience how quickly it can be kindled until it bursts into flame. 
My groin tightens. And all I can think about is her open, panting lips, her dilated eyes as she moved beneath me, overpowered by lust, how her limbs seemed to melt into mine. For that moment in time, she belonged to me. Every time I look at her, every time I touch her, my body aches to possess her again. Thinking that it’ll never happen again in a million years… It’s almost too awful to bear.
“Me, too. But it’s more than that, Logan. I can tell.” Her tongue slides over her upper lip. It’s shaped so perfectly. So full, so sensual. 
A surge of hot blood rushes to my cock. Oh, God. I can almost taste her lips, feel her bare skin compressed against mine. I can’t resist her. No man is tough enough to resist a woman like Hannah. “There’s nothing more. I’m just preoccupied.” I tear my gaze away from hers. My voice sounds strained. Not like my own voice at all. Maybe if I don’t look at her, I can stop thinking about… everything I’d like to do to her.
“Don’t lie to me, Logan,” Hannah says. “I feel the tension in the air.”
Fuck. Why does she have to talk in that sensual, raspy voice? She must know I’m helpless to save myself from her seductive moves. Does the woman have no mercy? “What tension?” I turn my back to her, not daring to look her in the eye.
I feel the scorch of her gaze on my back before her hands land on my shoulders. Her touch captivates all my senses. She steps around me, wraps her arms around my waist, and hypnotizes me with her green-eyed gaze. “I can’t stay away from you, Logan. It’s impossible.” There’s a flash of golden fire in her eyes. And then her lips are on mine, her fingernails digging into my back. The fire has ignited. Once again.
I jerk my head back, unsealing my lips from hers. “We can’t. Not now.”
“We have time,” Hannah says with a low, erotic whisper. “You’re wasting it.” 
She’s right. It will take hours to reach La Paz. Tonight might be our last chance to be together. Pacing around, carrying on awkward conversation, and feeling sexually frustrated isn’t working out too well for either of us. “Hannah,” I moan, and allow the electrically charged magnetism between our mouths to pull them together. She brushes her sensual lips over mine and I devour her mouth with relish. I don’t know why she wants me when her lost partner is still uppermost in her mind. But right now, I don’t care. I want to drown my senses in her sensuality, to be inside her.
“Stop thinking.” She spears my mouth with her tongue and its velvet strokes inside my mouth drives me wild. 
Acting on instinct, I scoop her into my arms. She tosses her head back and releases a throaty laugh. Her cascading hair tickles my arm. I slowly walk her across the polished wood floor toward the king size bed. I lean over and drop her softly onto the cushy comforter decorated with pale images of starfish and shells. 
For one hour, we can pretend we’re on an amazing dream vacation in this elegant suite, that we have all the time in the world to make love. I’ll savor every inch of her athletic, yet ultra-feminine body. Then, after our first round in this bed, there will be time to do it again in the walk-in shower, in the Jacuzzi bathtub…I don’t want to think about the fact that when our sweaty mating ends, I’ll crave her body more than ever. I know already I’ll never be able to get enough of her taste, her smell, her touch. 
I fumble to get the T-shirt over her head, but I’m so excited, my hands are shaking. She pushes up onto her elbows. “Let me do it. While you get naked yourself.” She yanks off the oversized tee in a second and tosses it away.
I struggle to peel my gaze away from her bare breasts, now free and exposed since she’s removed her bra. Her breasts are creamy and plump, so perfectly round. Her pert nipples stand to attention, making me long to taste them. I lick my lips in anticipation as I hurriedly peel off my crew neck shirt. Wiggling out of my snug-fitting jeans takes longer than I want since I’m ramrod hard at the moment. 
Once I’m undressed, I gaze at Hannah’s naked body sprawled out on the bed. Her green eyes look up at me expectantly. Her chest rises and falls fast, betraying her excitement. Damn, she’s hot. I climb up on the bed and straddle her hips and press my lips against hers. We’re a tangle of limbs and lust. She rolls on top of me, mashing her mouth against mine and biting my lips and thrusting her tongue deep inside my parted lips with so much hunger and desperation. The fire intensifies when her lips leave my mouth to skim down my throat and across my chest, leaving trails of tingly heat behind. She kisses my stomach, her lips drifting lower and lower and then she pulls apart my legs with one hand. 
I gasp with need as her warm, wet lips meet the tip of my cock. Oh, God. My cock swells with arousal as her tongue swirls around the head and licks the length of my shaft. Then her lips surround me, taking me inch by inch into the depths of her throat. “God, Hannah, that feels so good,” I gasp.
She slides my cock in and out of her mouth. The friction of her flicking tongue and the squeeze of her lips drive me to the edge of insanity. Fuck. Her mouth feels like the tightest woman’s joy hole. I can’t help myself. I buck up into her, desperate for more of this mind-numbing erotic pleasure. “Wait. Slow down. Or I’m going to come in your mouth.”
As she slides up my length, she softly says, her face wet with saliva and pre-cum, “Good. I want to swallow every last drop.”
Her words propel me over the edge. She continues to suck my cock in and out of her mouth. I twist and flex and groan with ecstasy as my cum shoots into her mouth and splashes onto her face. When my orgasm ends, she allows my cock to slip from her lips. She skims a finger over her cheek to wipe off the cum, and then licks it all off her fingertip. 
I feel excited all over again. “Damn, you’re amazing.”
“Are you ready for a ride?”
I feel my cock twitch. “Give me about three minutes.”
“That’s good because I don’t know about you, but I’d like to make use of every minute we have together tonight. If we could do it three times, that wouldn’t be bad.”
“Not bad at all,” I agree.
Still straddling my body on her hands and knees, she climbs up higher, so her face shadows mine. I hungrily gaze up at her bouncing white breasts and her wet pussy lips. Sucking my cock must have turned her on. She’s a wild one and I’ll never be able to get enough of her. She caresses my cock in her hand, massaging it gently. It instantly springs to life. She lines the head up with her dripping wet entrance. I release a primal moan as my cock slides into her wet hole and she grinds downward, taking in my full length inch by inch.
She moves over me, slow at first, and then with more intensity. Fuck, this feels good. Her hot wet walls are so tight. Her walls clench me almost as firmly as her mouth did a few moments ago. I grind up into her to intensify the hot sensation that only makes me desperate for more. “Oh, yes. Give it to me, baby.” The slick sound of our bodies moving together heightens my arousal even more. I could fuck her all day and night without a break. 
I savor the view of her beautiful breasts bouncing, my cock disappearing inside her wet hole. I twist and thrust upward in hedonistic torment as she moves faster and faster. Suddenly, she cries out and her walls contract and release rhythmically as her orgasm overpowers her. She tosses her head back, her lips fall open, and her hair falls into her face and tickles my chest. Just watching the abandonment on her face is enough to send me over the edge. White light explodes all around me as I come deep inside her. 
She collapses on top of me, her body slickened with sweat, her breathing heavy. I hold her close, relishing our intimate contact. I kiss her softly on the head and skim my hands over her bare back. I gaze up into her lovely green eyes, now dilated from so much sex. “That felt so good, Hannah.”
“Yes, Logan, it did.” She smiles at me with kiss swollen lips. “We should do it again.”
“I was thinking that, too.” I roll her over onto her stomach and grab her hips to pull her up on all fours. Part of her lean back—freckled in places—is golden brown, the rest pale white where her swimsuit protected her skin from the sun. “It’s my turn to take control.” 
“Take me, Logan,” she says, arching her back. 
Holy fuck. My cock is already stiff with desire for her but the view of her toned ass and wet pussy is almost enough to make me come again immediately. I open her legs wider and grip her thighs tight as I flick my tongue over her pussy. She tastes so salty and delicious. She whimpers with pleasure and I thrust my tongue inside her opening and then flick it over her clit until she moans and twists with pleasure. I intensify my tongue thrusts and swirls until she comes hard and I taste the wet rush of her orgasm. Now to fuck that wet hole like there’s no tomorrow. 
As I kneel behind her, my cock is already so hard I feel like it’s going to explode. I align my cock with her opening and push the head into her weeping wet entrance. 
“Logan, I need this. I need you. Fuck me. Hard. Now.”
Damn, her hot demands are impossible to resist. “You got it, baby.” I push in deeper. The sensation is overpowering. In a frenzy of lust, I pound into her pussy again and again. Overcome by wild neediness, I savor the hot sensation of being balls deep inside of her, of the tight squeeze of her walls. “Fuck, Hannah. What you do to me.” I lose myself one last time in our secret world of erotic oblivion.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY
 
Hannah
 
 
I keep telling myself Logan and I are only about scratching an itch—a mutual giving in to our primal sexual desires—and nothing more, but somewhere along the way, my heart got caught up in this thing we’ve got going on. In a matter of hours, I’m already falling for him. It’s crazy. It shouldn’t be happening. After I lost Andrew, I told myself, never again. I’ve endured enough agony for one lifetime. But my heart doesn’t seem on board with this plan. It’s getting all hung up over another man who risks his life for a living, who has as good a chance as Andrew—maybe more— of ending up dead and lost to me forever. I don’t think I could bear it if I lost another man—lost Logan—that way.
I wish I knew what was going on in the man’s head. He hasn’t met my gaze since our sweaty bodies separated. I get out of bed and start picking up my scattered clothing. “I’m going to take a quick shower.”
“I’ll wait till you’re finished. In case Ethan contacts us by radio.”
Right. That must be the reason. I storm into the bathroom wanting to punch a hole in the wall. What the hell is going on? I’m confused. If Logan would just say the sex was great, but ultimately meaningless, and that after tonight it’s over, maybe I could talk down my heart and tell it there’s nothing to this, there’s no Logan and me. This was just a little quick and dirty sex to sate our needs. Okay, a lot of quick and dirty sex.
I turn on the shower and step under the cascading water, wanting it to wash away Logan’s scent and the tears rushing down my face. 
Logan’s acting like what happened between us meant nothing. It’s as good as over to him I guess. We took advantage of an empty hour, mutually agreed that it might be our last time to be together. So, we went for it. But now it’s done. Finished. So why do I feel so empty imagining that I will never see him again after tonight?
After a final rinse, I dress and head to the kitchen. I make myself a sandwich with cheese and lunchmeat I hope hasn’t been sitting in the fridge too long. I hear the shower going again, and a few minutes later, Logan joins me. His gaze finds my plate. He turns toward the refrigerator and makes two sandwiches before putting them on a plate and joining me at the table.
 I grind my teeth together in fury. I want to shout Why the fuck won’t you look at me? But there’s too much at stake tonight. I’m not going to lose my cool no matter what. I want my chance with Oleg.
Logan jerks up straight in his seat when static from the radio interrupts the awkward silence. He snatches it up in his hand.
 “Hannah, Logan, we’re two miles offshore from La Paz. The CIA operators have already arrived and are in position. We’ve dropped anchor and are about to load up in two of the inflatables. Josh is captaining the yacht. José’s backing him up. I’ve left night vision goggles in the Paraíso Azul stateroom. Go there right away and gear up. Your job is to patrol the perimeter of the lower level to watch for the approach of hostiles.”
Both of us grab weapons before leaving the room. Logan grunts as he shoves the door open against the rising wind. We make a quick stop in the stateroom the SEALs have made their ready room to pick up our night vision goggles.
All geared up, I’m now walking the lower-level deck on the starboard side while Logan covers the port side. It’s been eons since I wore night vision goggles. I feel like an alien wearing these things. The sea and my view of the deck are clearly visible, cast in shades of green. Thoughts of Logan assault my brain while I stride across the deck. Is it really over? Of course, it is. His refusal to even look at me after we both experienced mind-blowing orgasms said he’s already written me off. I feel a painful twist in my belly, like someone landed a punch straight in my gut.
There’s a soft thud on the deck behind me. I whirl around, my grip tightening on the trigger of my AR-15. Terror creeps up my spine. Maybe it’s just a pelican or a flying fish. But what if someone boarded the ship during Ethan’s briefing? 
I creep stealthily toward the source of the sound, not spotting any seabird, fish, or human. I check behind an inflatable and all the lounge chairs and tables on the deck. I find no mysterious men hiding. I release a long sigh. Maybe it was a wave slapping the side of the boat. I need to calm down. Take a couple of deep breaths. Let go of these jitters. I can handle some tension. I always did before. I just need to get my head back in the game. I go back to pacing my watch route, my reflexes ready, my body and mind on high alert. In the distance, I see lights along the shoreline. I cross my arms over my chest and shiver as the intensifying sea breeze chills the back of my neck. I wish I still had my blouse—it would have kept me much warmer than this flimsy tee shirt.
Logan is striding aft just when I get to the back of the boat. “Hannah, you look cold.” Here, take my jacket—it’s warm.” He shucks it off quickly and helps me slip my arms into the sleeves. 
An electric current of attraction travels up my arm when he touches me. “Thanks, Logan.”
“Did you see anything?” 
“No, but I heard a strange sound.”
“Really? Did you look around?”
“Of course,” I say, unable to mask my irritation. “But I didn’t find anything.”
 “We could change sides, so I can check it out?” 
Damn the man. Does he think I can’t do my job? It was his stupid move that got us into this clusterfuck in the first place. “That won’t be necessary. I’m taking orders from Ethan, not from you.” 
“Calm down, Hannah. We’re working together. It seemed like a prudent plan. And I want to make sure nothing happens to you.”
He reaches a hand toward me, but I step out of his reach. His touch affects me too much. I need to get used to its absence, not get more dependent on it. “Thanks. I can look out for myself.”
“Fine. I was just trying to help. That’s what partners do. And I don’t want this to be too hard for you. You went on leave to get a break from all this shit.”
I can’t stand to listen to his I’m worried shit. Its too confusing. “Your analysis about my life situation is duly noted. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to get back to my duties.” I walk away, feeling his gaze burning between my shoulder blades, like there’s a target there. I walk faster, pumping my arms and puffing out air in frustration, feeling like I need to break into a run or do a hundred jumping jacks to calm myself. Logan couldn’t even look me in the eye after we spent an hour naked in every position imaginable. And now he spews out this he wants to take care of me crap? He’s shown quite plainly I’m just another notch on the bedpost to him. He should just shut up and do his job. Just as I’ll do mine.
Still equal parts anxious and furious, I pace up and down the deck, intentionally avoiding the last stretch to the aft part of the deck, avoiding Logan. I need to redirect my thoughts, to get my edge back. I have to prove to Terence that I can get back in the game. Which I can’t very well do around a man who makes me crazy. All these emotions simmering inside my head are too much. I want to punch him one minute and fuck him the next. Really logical. If I don’t watch my step, my boss will ground me, and I’ll be doomed to years of gazing out of curtained windows, spying on my neighbors like some elderly spinster. No thank you, Logan. You may be hot and hunky and the best sex I’ve ever had, but I won’t let your distracting body and your know-it-all mouth distract me from my job. This is my career. Something I will identify with for decades. Probably in five years, I will have completely have forgotten about you. If I’m lucky.
A sound jerks me out of my reverie—the metallic clink of what sounds like a coin landing on the deck. I listen to the steady sound of it rolling around in circles on the deck. That’s odd I think, and I stride toward it. And then a strong hand grips my shoulder and I gasp in alarm as cold steel presses against my temple.
“It’s time for your games to end, gringa neighbor.” 
Francisco! How did he get back on board? I take a step away from the pistol he’s holding to my head and yank off the night vision goggles I’m wearing. “You?” His white shirt and black pants still look neatly pressed, his dark wavy hair barely messed. He must never have left the ship.
“Drop your weapon.” 
I slide the rifle off my shoulder. I’m about to toss it across the deck to make noise when he grabs it from me.
“Nice try. We all have our little surprises up our sleeves, don’t we?”
“You were on board the whole time, weren’t you?”
“Indeed.” He slings the rifle over his shoulder and waves the pistol in the air, but still pointing in my direction. “Did you really think I’d abandon my beloved Mar de Sueños? I couldn’t bring myself to leave my beautiful yacht. And when the boats approached, I knew the SEALs would be foolish enough to believe I had abandoned ship.”
He’s right about that. Now what am I going to do? 
“You look quite good with your clothes off, by the way. Maybe I’ll fuck you in the ass before I kill you.”
I grind my molars together, feeling every muscle in my jaw tighten. I’d like to rip his head off right now. “Don’t you dare.”
 “You play by my rules, now.” He grabs my ass and squeezes it hard.
“Don’t touch me again, you bastard.”
I feel his hot breath on the back of my neck when he laughs. “You don’t seem to understand how much trouble you’re in right now.” He shifts and places the barrel of his pistol between my shoulder blades and shoves me toward one of the doors. “Move.”
Was he really hiding in his suite when Logan and I were having sex in every possible position? Or maybe he knew we were in his suite, and just assumed we were having sex, and said that to throw me off. Damn it. I’ve completely lost my edge. My thoughts are in turmoil, Francisco’s holding me hostage at gunpoint, and I have no escape plan. 
He steers me inside and up the stairs toward his suite. Sour bile surges up from my stomach at the thought of Francisco violating me. No. I can’t let that happen. I don’t want that man’s hands on my body. Only Logan’s. I see his face in front of my eyes. If only I could see him one more time. I’m a realist. I know my chances are close to zero that I’ll escape this situation alive.
He stops when we’re just outside the door. He grips my shoulders and spins me around, grabbing the collar of the tee shirt I’m wearing and jerking me in so close, I can see every hair in his moustache, the small space between his two front teeth. I’d rather look at his mouth than into his eyes. I don’t want to see the lust, the ruthlessness. “Before you die, I should let you know that things aren’t going to go well for your friends. The yacht’s bugged. No plan you made is secret. Your colleagues from the CIA will be receiving a very friendly greeting from my friends in Sinaloa. And as for the SEALs—we have plans for them as well.”
Shit. If the CIA operatives are taken as hostages, the SEALs would walk straight into a trap. If only Logan was here—he could warn Ethan before it’s too late. Please look for me, Logan. Please. I don’t even believe in telepathy, but that doesn’t keep me from desperately willing him to hear my mental plea.
Francisco opens the door to his suite, shoves me roughly into the room, and flips on a light switch. “I can tell many thoughts are racing through that overactive brain of yours. But you can’t help your CIA friends. And you can’t help the SEALs. They’re all going to die. You’re going to die. Your dead lover Andrew is waiting for you. He didn’t stand a chance against my new business partner, either.”
“You bastard.” I swing at him, not caring about the gun, just wanting to rip apart whatever I can get my hands on. 
Francisco’s head tips back as he laughs. His large teeth look ivory white against his dark mustache. “I like a woman with a little fire in her.” 
“Nice shirt. It appears you made yourself quite comfortable in my suite.” He grabs me by the collar and jerks hard, ripping the cotton fabric. He grabs my breast with a sweaty hand and squeezes. Nausea surges through me. No. He can’t touch the parts of me that Logan just touched. 
My intense fury causes a surge of crazy adrenaline to explode from my core. I spin free from his grip and punch him hard in the chest. He staggers backward, but quickly regains his balance and lunges toward me. He shoves me up against the wall, pressing the barrel of the pistol against my temple, his face just inches away from me. Anger flashes in his dark eyes and his mouth twists into a leer. He’s getting turned on, the bastard. Spittle flies from his mouth when he says, “Now, you will die.”
End game. I lose. I squeeze my eyes shut and wait for the explosion in my brain. I hear the deafening thunder of multiple rounds, but wait? I feel no impact. I’m still in this room. I snap my eyes open and gasp in surprise. Francisco’s body has slumped to the floor. “Oh, God. What’s happening?”
“It’s okay, Hannah. He’s dead.” Logan’s voice.
I slowly unclench my jaw and my fists. I’m still alive, I tell myself, but my body’s still shaking from the terror of the near-death experience. “It’s really you?” Warm love for him blossoms inside my chest. I begged for him to come and now he’s here. And he saved my life. His muscular physique makes him look tough and masculine, but his blue eyes are misty with emotion, overwrought over what almost happened to me. It would have been over if he hadn’t fired at that exact instant. But that nightmare’s over. And the man I find so completely irresistible is here. That paradox of caring and readiness for battle in his character is what makes him so unforgettable. That makes me wish like hell there could be a tomorrow for us.
“Yes, Hannah, I’m here.” He reaches for me and I dive into his arms, clinging tightly to him, relishing his spicy masculine scent, his hardness, how safe I feel in his arms.
“Logan? How did you get in here?”
 “I sensed something was wrong and knew you needed me. When I went over to your side of the yacht and couldn’t find you, I heard voices and snuck up here.” 
So, he did read my thoughts. He knew to come to me. I relish the comforting strength of his embrace and I allow my head to collapse against his steely, muscled chest. I can feel tears streaming down my cheeks, but I don’t even care. “We have to contact Ethan right away. They know our plans. He said the yacht is bugged.”
“I’ll contact them now, Hannah.” Still holding me close, he pulls the radio from his pocket and shares what I’ve just told him. 
“Copy that, Master Chief.” Ethan starts speaking in code. I’m not sure, but I think he said they were returning to the yacht.
“Over and out.” Logan stuffs the radio back in his pocket and softly kisses me on top of the head.
“Thanks for saving my ass. I’m sorry I overreacted earlier.”
“It doesn’t matter, Hannah.”
What he says deflates me. It doesn’t matter because it’s over anyway. Is that what he’s saying? “Do you think Francisco was hiding in his suite? Before he started to put his nasty hands on me, he said he saw us…well, you know.”
“Yes, I remember quite well what happened in there.” I hear longing and desire in his deep, rich voice. I wonder if he’s considered not letting me go. Even though letting go makes the most sense. For both of us.
I clear my throat and untangle myself from his embrace. “We should find those damn bugs.”
“Yes, let’s do that right away.”
We start with the ground level, entering every room on the yacht, plucking them from behind paintings, the bottom of lamps, even the undersides of cushions. We even locate them under deck chairs. Strangely, the only place we don’t find listening devices is in Francisco’s suite. I glance over at Francisco’s body that Logan discretely covered with a sheet. “So, I guess he didn’t hear us on a listening device. Maybe he was hiding under the bed.”
Logan laughs and shakes his head. “Now that’s a scary thought.”
We search the suite high and low again, but we’re still not finding any bugs. 
Logan’s thigh muscles flex against the fabric of his jeans as he crouches down and lifts one of the area rugs and studies the floor. He gazes up at me with wide blue eyes, his brows drawn together. “Look at this, Hannah.”
“What is it?”
Still holding the edge of the rug with one hand, he runs his other hand across the travertine and points to a rectangular gap encompassing several tiles. “Trap door, I think. But the stone is heavy. There must be a switch that controls it.” He pulls the rug away to expose the area.
I walk around the room, trying different switches, but nothing works. Then I notice the remotes on the TV stand. “Maybe one of these is it.” The first one turns on the TV. But I hear a hydraulic sound when I press the on button on the second remote.
“Shit. That’s it.” Logan jumps back as the section of travertine begins to rise on metal supports.  I step in to take a closer look and watch as Logan shines a light into the dark compartment below. “I wonder what they use this for,” I say. “There’s a ladder. Can I climb down and check it out?”
“Sure. I’ll be right behind you.”
I climb down the maybe five-foot ladder and step onto the floor. There are stacks of black briefcases on one side of the room. “Look!” I say to Logan, pointing toward the briefcases once he’s standing beside me. 
“Let’s check for listening devices.”
We case the room, but the walls and floor seem to be clean. 
“Now let’s see what we have here.” Logan picks up one of the briefcases and pops it open. “Holy shit.” He looks up with me with wide eyes. Inside are stacks of American currency. 
“It must be money to pay Oleg for the weapons delivered.”
Logan rubs his dimples with two fingers and nods. “You’re more than likely right. The weapon and money compartments on this yacht are so well hidden, they can easily avoid notice by any inspection teams.”
A crazy thought pops into my brain. “Logan, I have an idea.”
“An idea?”
“Yes. We never found listening devices here in Francisco’s suite. Where the conflict took place. So that means no one knows Francisco’s dead. The SEALs are returning to the yacht, right?”
“Yes, they should be here within minutes.”
 “Once they’re back on board, Ethan can contact Oleg, pretend to be Francisco, and lure him to the boat for a meeting.” 
“That’s a great idea, Hannah. Petty Officer Third Class, José Rodriguez is here on this mission. He has a Mexican accent. He should be able to help us pull off your plan. I’ll contact Ethan right away.”
I imagine looking Oleg straight in the eye, seeing the surprise register when he realizes he’s been duped. I’ll stride toward him with my head held high, telling him he has to pay for killing my partner, the man I loved. Before I unload all the ammo in my rifle into him.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
Hannah
 
 
SEAL Team Three is back on board, using Francisco’s yacht as a staging ground. Ethan enlisted the help of the newest member of their team—Petty Officer Third Class José Rodriguez. Tall, leanly athletic, with thick black hair and dark expressive eyes, he just completed BUD/S and the other SEAL training two months ago. He has enough of an accent, that he was able to call Oleg and convince him he was Francisco. We found the number in Francisco’s call list on his smart phone. He’s scheduled to come aboard for a meeting at 2200 hours. Toward the end of the conversation, Oleg laughed loudly, and said he looked forward to telling Francisco about the surprise greeting the CIA team received. 
We’re all really worried. No one has heard from the four CIA operatives for more than two hours. Our assumption is that they’ve been ambushed by Francisco’s cartel contacts. Thoughts race through my mind. I keep wondering if I know any of the operatives. Are they being tortured? Are they being brutally executed? Or is there some chance they can still be saved?
 It was a little over four months ago that Andrew and I attended briefings in DC for ten days before traveling to Latvia that final time. He had seemed distracted, a little withdrawn. We hadn’t had sex in more than a month. One morning, I’d tapped on Andrew’s office door and walked in to find another Eastern European operative—Samantha—sitting on his desk facing him. She’d been with the CIA for five years, but I’d rarely seen her around. I’d never talked to her much, only casually in passing. And I wasn’t privy to the details of other operator’s activities; the CIA works on a need-to-know basis. I’d seen Andrew and her casually chatting on several occasions. But somehow this conversation looked too cozy, too intimate. Andrew rose from his chair and walked toward me, placing his hands on my shoulders and kissing me on the lips like Samantha wasn’t even in the room.
 “Relax, Hannah. We’re just friends.”
“Catch you later, Andrew,” Samantha said, hopping down off of the desk and striding from the room.
Sex had been scarce lately, but that morning Andrew locked his office door and fucked me up against the wall. Those uninhibited moments wiped all my worries away. I felt close to him again. All couples have issues, I told myself. That short duration of drifting apart was over. Everything was fine with us now, right? Now, I wonder. Was something going on between Andrew and Samantha? Was I too blind and in love with him to see the truth with my own eyes? Maybe she left the office feeling betrayed and was angry with him. For sure, she would have been mad if they were involved. Andrew said that he wanted to talk with me about something over wine that first night in Latvia. But then the call came in and we were so distracted by everything happening with the op, we never had that chance to talk. Was he going to tell me it was over, that he had fallen for Samantha?
My thoughts jump back to present time, to what needs to be taken care of ASAP. Talking to my boss at the CIA is top priority. “I have to call Terence right away.”
All the casual conversation in the room halts and there’s dead silence. Logan gives me a questioning look.
“What is it, Hannah?” Ethan asks.
“I don’t know why I didn’t see this before. But I think I know who the mole is.”
“What mole?”
“The mole in the CIA. The one who betrayed my partner and me when we were in Latvia.”
“Are you sure? How do you know?”
“I remembered something that happened. I have to talk to my boss, Terence, now.”
Ethan places his satellite phone in my open palm. “Very well. I pulled the number up for you. Go ahead and make the call. Put it on speaker so we all can hear, please.”
“No problem.”
I make the call and wait for my boss to answer. “Hi, Terence, Hannah here. Hey, I need to know if Samantha Ballantyne is part of the operations team down here.”
“I didn’t think you knew her well.”
“I didn’t. I only talked to her once or twice. But I have a valid reason for asking.”
“She’s not part of the team down here, Hannah.” There’s a long pause. “She’s dead.”
“Dead?” 
“She was one of the agents killed after you took your leave of absence. She died in Latvia along with a newly hired male agent, Jason Roper.”
“I see.” Damn it. My hunch was wrong. Samantha couldn’t be the mole. But I still don’t know if she and Andrew were having an affair. Probably not. I probably had that wrong as well. I still want to believe what Andrew and I had was real even though looking back sometimes, questions roll through my mind that will probably never be answered.
“Why are you asking this?”
“It doesn’t matter now. My instincts were wrong this time, Terence.”
“Don’t worry about it. Concentrate now on working with the SEALs to find our operators.”
“I will do that, sir.”
We conclude the call. Damn it. The blush spreading across my face heats my skin. That phone call—which Ethan and all the other guys listened in on—made me look foolish. 
“Oleg is slated to arrive in thirty minutes. We need to prepare,” says Ethan. 
I immediately snap to attention.
“Yes,” I say, grateful that he has moved the attention off me and onto what we need to get done.
José practiced and made some recordings that resemble Francisco’s voice. Hopefully, they will be effective enough to lure Oleg on board the yacht. Once he’s our prisoner, we’ll have the leverage we need to negotiate. I would love to get my hands on the bastard, but I know he’s the key to getting the CIA team released—if they’re still alive. All of us have been wired with communication devices. I’ll be able to hear the conversation. Ethan will put the screws on him while the rest of us stand by to see what’s going to happen next.
I glance at my watch, imagining Oleg’s speedboat approaching the yacht in the darkness. I hear the recording of Francisco’s voice over my communication device and glance over at Logan. Warmth radiates from the blue depths of his eyes. He’s worried about me. He must know I have to use every ounce of my being not to run out there and gun down that bastard. Every nerve ending is on edge.
He reaches for my hand. I allow our fingers to interlace as I listen to the exchange, then to Oleg’s sudden surprise when he realizes he’s been led into a trap. Ethan and three other SEALs escort him into one of the lower level suites and restrain him. Ethan asks for contacts and makes a call. Negotiations begin. Ethan pretends to have Francisco as well as Oleg as live captives. Their lives in exchange for the four members of the CIA team. The Sinaloan cartel contact says no deal. Now what? I grit my teeth. Can’t I just go out and put a bullet in the man’s head the way I’m itching to do?
Ten minutes later, a call comes in from Terence. One of the agents has a GPS implant embedded in the skin behind his neck. The signal had been blocked for a while but is now transmitting. Terence reads off the coordinates. Ethan puts two men in charge of guarding Oleg and says Logan will lead the mission to rescue the operatives. 
Logan tells the guys to meet him in the bridge. Then he turns toward me. “I’m going to gear up and brief the guys.” 
“Do you want me to come with you?”
“You better stay on board the boat. But I’d like you to come with me to the briefing so you’re in the loop.”
We walk up the stairs to the upper level. Logan holds a short briefing and then everyone gears up. I feel useless, waiting in the wings, watching him. I think of Oleg. Does he know I’m on board this yacht? What would he say to me if I walked into that suite and pointed the barrel of a gun at his temple?
 When he’s done, Logan comes over to me, giving me a smile. His muscular body looks so sturdy and strong even beneath his bulky uniform. “I’ll be back soon,” he says.
“Be careful.”
“I’ve got this, Hannah. We’ll bring your people back safely.”
“I know you will, Logan.” That’s what I tell him, but my mind is awash with doubts. It’s easier to control your fears when you’re caught up in the action. I’ll be stuck on board this yacht waiting and wondering. I won’t be privy to their communications once they leave here. 
Every minute I’m waiting for them to return, I’ll think of Oleg, hate burning in the pit of my stomach, threatening to submerge me, to destroy me. I have to keep my cool. I can’t fall apart, I can’t do what I want so badly to do, to rush into that room where he’s being held and rip the man’s throat out. It would be so easy to give in to my emotions. To do the unthinkable. But then I’d jeopardize my career and show him and everyone around me that my emotions rule my head. That would make Oleg the winner and me the loser. So I won’t give in. No matter what.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 
Logan
 
 
CIA operative Michael’s GPS implant and satellite images of the corresponding coordinates indicate the operatives are being held in a split-level house in the small town of El Centenario outside of La Paz. With a new moon, it’s pitch dark outside—perfect conditions to pull off this op.
The blocky, two-story house is surrounded by high stone walls and capped with three rows of electrified razor wire. Unlike the other driveway gates on the street, which are probably made of parota—a termite-proof wood often used in Mexico, this one is constructed of steel. The place is a compound. Who knows how many hostiles are camped out inside. No windows that we can see from the helicopter are lit up. With any luck, we’ll have the element of surprise and find hostages instead of bodies.
Everyone’s geared up and ready, adrenaline’s running high, and the men are all talking smack. Chief Warrant Officer Lucas Hoffman hovers over the front lawn and we rope in silently, seemingly undetected. I give the order to split up into two groups as planned. Two other members of my team are on the street ready to alert us of approaching signature narco black SUVs, police cars, or—worst case scenario—highly trained, corrupt Mexican Marines.
 I lead my group of SEALs across the grassy lawn to the front door. The others stealthily move toward the rear. Once everyone’s in position, I give the command to blow the front and rear doors simultaneously. One big bang, the doors are down, and we’re rushing inside. I swing my weapon around, seeing a green view of the front entry way through my night vision goggles. The team entering the rear will search the first floor. I lead my group up to the second level, taking two stairs at a time. I stumble over a body. A quick glance tells me he’s compact, muscular, and possibly American. Dead from a bullet wound to the head. Is he one of the agents? Shit. Are they all dead? I share the news of my find on the radio. My pulse pounds like a drumbeat in my head. What are we walking into?
I see the flash of gunfire. I fire multiple rounds at the source and hear a grunt before a body tumbles down the stairs. The assailant’s geared up as much as we are. Helmet, bulletproof vest. Jungle trained like us. I happened to get lucky—one of my rounds struck him in the face. Only the black boots on his feet suggest he’s a gangster, not a soldier. We rush upstairs. More gunfire erupts all around us. A bullet strikes my vest, throwing me back, but I grind my teeth together and rush on. We have to find those CIA operators. 
I call on Ethan for back up. I order Petty Officer Third Class José Rodriguez to stay on duty watching the doors.
When I reach the top of the stairs, a man grabs me around the throat and drags me into one of the bedrooms. I jab an elbow back into his stomach. When his grip on me slackens, I whirl around and knee him hard in the groin. He groans and staggers across the room. Petty Officer Third Class Jason Hughes fires a few rounds into him and he drops to the floor dead.
“Over there.” Jason is right behind me now. The four agents are seated on the floor in a circle with their backs to each other, their hands bound together, their mouths gagged. Even in the low green light, I can see the fear in their eyes. The female operator has been badly beaten. She has a black eye and her face is streaked with blood. We’re their last hope. She shakes her head vigorously. And that’s when I see him, the man crouched just behind the group of operatives.
I have to take him out before he uses the threat of killing a hostage as a way to disarm us. “Let’s take him. Now.”
I fire at the wall just above his head and lunge toward him and the circle of hostages. Still crouched low, he aims the weapon toward me. We have to finish this. Now. Before the operators end up dead.
It feels like it all happens in slow motion. When he swings his weapon toward me and fires, I dive to the right of the female operative and roll across the floor, grabbing his ankle and tackling him. His semiautomatic fires at the ceiling, pelting us all with drywall. The temporary disarming of the assailant gives Tyler the opportunity to rush in to assist. We both pump multiple rounds into the narco. When it’s done, I turn to see Ethan and the second group of men behind us.
“Are there any more tangos in the house?” I ask Ethan.
“That’s a negative, Master Chief. They’re all down.”
“Very well. Let’s free these operatives and get the hell out before more of them show up.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
 
Hannah
 
 
Once the helicopter lands on the deck of Francisco’s yacht, Logan and I lead the four operatives toward the onboard hospital room. They seem grateful to collapse in hospital beds. None of them are severely injured enough to require emergency medical care, but all of them are badly dehydrated. Kaylee is in the worst shape. Her hands are trembling, her ghost white pallor starkly contrasting against her long, perfectly straight ebony hair. Her large gray-green eyes—rimmed with enormous lashes—well up with tears. Just one look tells me that in addition to the treatment of her cuts and scrapes we can give her today, she’ll probably need counseling once she’s back in DC.
After we introduce ourselves, Logan mixes up electrolyte drinks for Kaylee, Michael, Kevin, and Jonah. They drink them down gratefully. I open up a first aid kit and grab some supplies. “Do you mind if I clean up those cuts on your face?”
Kaylee stares at me blankly, then when my question seems to register, says, “Please do. Thank you.” 
 I open an antiseptic packet and gently swipe the cloth over the cuts on her face. She grimaces, and a short hiss escapes her lips, but she doesn’t flinch. 
“Sorry—I know it stings.”
Her gray-green eyes flash with warmth and her lips turn up in a slight smile. “Don’t worry about that. I appreciate that you’re helping me.”
“I’ll put a small butterfly bandage on this deep cut over here.” I touch the side of her cheek, next to the spot marred by what appears to be a knife wound. “I think you’ll need stitches, but it will keep it from pulling wider.”
Kaylee nods. “It’s such a relief to be safe,” she tells me. “That was awful. Our car picked us up in La Paz and we were on the way to the harbor as planned when a state police officer pulled us over.” She shudders as she remembers.
“Oh, Christ.” Logan’s voice pitches upward. “We were damn lucky those crooked cops didn’t show up during our mission.”
I hear a loud nasal snore and turn to see operative Kevin’s mouth is wide open and he’s fast asleep. 
“The officer pulled us over and said Kevin was driving over the speed limit. And he was driving about 20 kilometers over the 110 kilometer per hour speed limit. We were convinced it was a routine traffic stop. Kevin handed him a few bills to offer as a bribe. When two black SUVs pulled up behind us and the officer asked us to step out of the car, we knew we were in trouble. He set us up, that crooked officer. He passed us off to those goons. We knew that Mexican law enforcement sometimes collaborates with the cartels—I mean, sometimes they don’t have a choice— but it still caught us off guard.”
“What happened after that?” Logan asks quietly. I like that he doesn’t rush her.
“They took us to that house where you found us. The American said he knew we were with the CIA. They restrained us in that room and left us. I heard two of them outside the room arguing. They said something about a mujer—a woman. I figured they were talking about me. One of the Hispanic men came back to the room and untied me. He grabbed my arm, yanked me to my feet and took me into another room and—” She breaks down into sobs, burying her head in her hands.
I set down the wrapper from the Band-aid I had just finished applying and place my hand gently on her shoulder. “It’s okay, Kaylee. You don’t have to talk about it now.”
She glances up and drops her hands into her lap, tears streaming down her pale cheeks. “I don’t think I’ll ever forget that. That one man, Felipe, slashed at my face. And told me if I didn’t let them fuck me for as long as he and the other two wanted, they’d cut off my fingers and toes before carving out my intestines. So, I just let them shove me onto the bed and have their way with me and tried to detach my mind from my body as best I could.”
I feel my gut twist. Bastards. To be violated that way—it’s too awful to even think about, let alone have to endure. “I’m so sorry you had to go through that, Kaylee.” I take one of her trembling hands in both of mine and hold it tight. “Maybe we should get you evacuated for medical treatment.”
“No,” she says in a loud, desperate voice. “I don’t want anyone else touching me.”
“I understand. We’ll keep you here for now, don’t worry.” I don’t want to contribute to her anxiety, so I don’t mention that as soon as we get transport out, she’ll need to go to a hospital for emergency contraception and to take medication to prevent any possible HIV infection.
“We tried to stop them.” Jonah scratches his chin, his brow lined with wrinkles, obviously deeply disturbed by what happened.
“They did. Jonah tried so hard to intervene. But they wouldn’t listen.”
 I glance over at the rail thin operator. Jonah’s face is long and gaunt and he’s wearing round glasses with plastic frames. “I thought they were going to torture her for information. I offered to go with them instead. But they said that I couldn’t deliver what they wanted. And then they grabbed one of her breasts. All of us knew then that they planned to rape her. The bastards. One of those men was an American.”
“Yes,” said Logan. “The one we found dead on the stairs. Did you find out how he got hooked up with the cartel?”
Jonah nods and pushes his glasses further up the bridge of his nose. “Yeah, he told us the whole story while he paced around the room, every so often poking us with his semiautomatic. Had a major chip on his shoulder, that one. He trained to be a SEAL. Didn’t make it through BUD/S. He walked away with a major attitude problem. He couldn’t wait to turn to the dark side.”
“That’s fucked up,” says Logan.
“Majorly,” Jonah agrees.
“After he told us his long, sad story, he left the room,” says Michael. 
Fresh tears stream from Kaylee’s eyes. The poor woman looks so fragile and vulnerable. “He wasn’t one of the men who raped me. I think now he died trying to stop them.”
Logan rubs one of his dimples and his brows draw together in a serious expression. “Did you hear any of the altercation?” 
“Yes. Kevin asked him if he could bring us some water,” says Jonah, sitting all the way up in the hospital bed and dangling his feet over the edge. “He said he would get us something to drink. Food, too.”
“He left the room and we heard arguing out in the hallway and then a gunshot,” says Kaylee in a tremulous voice. “Maybe they killed him because he was too soft. First, he tried to keep them from raping me, then he wanted to feed us.”
Kevin wakes up suddenly and yawns loudly.
“That’d be my best guess,” says Jonah. “But before he left the room, he mentioned this person named Oleg. He said he was going to arrive soon, and the American said he got off on killing people. That sometimes he even blew in his pants when he saw enough blood.”
“Talk about TMI,” Kevin says, before he yawns again and stretches his arms over his head. 
Jonah perches his hands on the edge of the hospital bed and kicks his legs through the air. “I’m glad you got there before he showed up.”
The man’s like me—he can’t sit still. “What they didn’t know is that he wasn’t going to show.”
“Why not?” Kaylee asks, her eyes wide with surprise.
“We lured him to the yacht,” I answer. “We’re holding him prisoner here.” I clench my fists, willing myself not to expand on my thoughts. I know from firsthand experience what a cold-hearted killer that bastard, Oleg is. He’s a psychopath who gets off on killing. Not me. I only take a life when it’s a necessary part of my job. But I would get plenty of satisfaction ending Oleg’s life. 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
 
Hannah
 
 
“During this meeting, we’ll be interrogating the prisoner, Oleg Romanov,” says Logan. “Grab a chair and make a circle. Not at a table. Right here.” He points to an open space on the floor. “I want him in the center. I want him feeling off balance.”
The SEALs and CIA operatives grab chairs from various tables around the room and form the requested circle. People scoot their chairs around and talk and whisper. The excitement in the air is palpable. Once this interview with the prisoner ends, the mission will be officially over, and we’ll return to the States and the comforts of home. If only I had a place I could call home. It would be so nice to collapse on a soft pillow top mattress, cocoon myself in a fluffy comforter, and sleep for two days straight. I’ll have to settle for crashing in one of the agency’s condos and trying to catch as many winks as I can between debriefings. 
“Quiet down, people. I need your attention.” Logan waits for the chatter to subside, his irritation evident in his pursed lips and wrinkled brow. “Rodriguez is bringing Oleg Romanov here as we speak. We’ll seat him in the center of our circle during the interrogation. The CIA has enough evidence to prove that Romanov is linked to more than one terrorist cell in Eastern Europe. It’s crucial that we get information out of him one way or another. Our plan is to get him to agree to our terms—to get all the information we need without having to resort to torture—in exchange for U.S. Marshals protection.” 
So that’s their plan. To let that bastard Oleg completely off the hook. Fuck. I know this happens all the time—it’s often very effective to protect one criminal in exchange for the information that enables many more to be taken out of commission. And we can’t mess around with a man like Oleg who’s linked to terror cells. We need to bleed every bit of information out of him we can. Still—I don’t have to like it.
I’m sandwiched in between the CIA operatives. Kaylee is sitting beside me. Some of the color has returned to her face. During our walk from the hospital room, she mentioned a boyfriend named Jackson she can’t wait to see in DC and said her parents are eager to meet him. She was smiling and opening up a bit more, slowly emerging from her cave of suffering and painful memories. 
We have a mentoring program at the CIA for operatives who have experienced rape and torture. I’m going to ask Terence if I can mentor Kaylee. I’m sure he’ll okay it. She’s already comfortable with me, which will make things easier. I’m no mental health specialist. The CIA has many in-house PhDs, accredited psychotherapists, who will do the counseling. But as someone in her same line of work—I can offer a different kind of connection, a more personal one. I can call or check-in on her from time to time, make sure she’s doing okay. All of us get what it means to be damaged even though the horrors we’ve experienced on the job often differ.
Logan asked me privately in advance of this meeting if I felt up to seeing Oleg. That was so thoughtful of him. He didn’t speak to me in a condescending voice. Every word he said sounded compassionate and understanding. He asked if seeing him would be too stressful for me. I wasn’t sure how to answer. I told him it would put me on edge, but that I wanted to attend the meeting. I told him I needed to have closure and that’s true. This will be the day I let go of this debilitating anger that’s been slowly destroying me like a consuming cancer. 
I know I can move past this. I won’t allow this pent-up rage churning inside me to transform me into a cold-blooded murderer. I can’t. Oleg, murderous scum that he is, isn’t worth it. I value myself more than that. I want my career back, I want my life back. And if I’m going to get there, I have to rein in my emotions, not let them get the best of me. The counselors told me that before I took leave, but I refused to listen. But I know now they’re right. They told me what my gut instincts were trying to tell me all along—that allowing this toxic hatred to consume me won’t bring Andrew back. I was too stubborn then. Somehow indulging in rage felt like some kind of penance. I felt guilty that he died while I lived, like that was some kind of betrayal. But it’s over. I know in all honesty it wasn’t my fault. And I can’t change what happened. I want to leave the past behind and embark on a future that doesn’t include nightmares and rage.
When José brings Oleg into the room, Aaron and Tyler scoot their chairs apart to make room for Oleg to be taken to the center of the circle. Logan roughly shoves a chair in his direction and orders him to sit. Oleg’s wearing a pale-yellow dress shirt—now badly wrinkled, over loose-fitting, grease-stained khakis his belt is barely holding up. The thick gold chain around his neck and the gold Rolex on his wrist look strange paired with his disheveled clothing. 
Oleg glances around the room and drops into the chair. Our gazes briefly meet. A wicked smile lifts the corners of his lips. But I don’t flinch or react. I don’t feel burning rage nor simmering anger. I don’t feel anything, actually. More than likely, he won’t talk. Logan will find a way to get something out of him eventually. Leaking it to the media that he’s been talking to representatives of the US government and then telling him he’ll be turned over to his cohorts should be enough to make him shit his pants. The members of his criminal network will take care of the rest. They have gory ways of dealing with people who fall short of their expectations. But whatever happens, it doesn’t matter to me anymore. One way or another, after this meeting, Oleg will be out of my life for good. 
 “What’s your connection to Francisco Martinez?” Logan asks.
“I don’t have to talk to you.” Oleg looks old and haggard with bags under his eyes and a day-old beard. He seems defeated, like he knows he’s beaten already, not at all like a powerful man leading an international arms smuggling network. 
Logan strides toward him, shaking his finger in his face and speaking in a low, rumbling voice that sounds like a threatening storm about to strike. “Oh, we have ways to get you to talk. We can do this the easy way or the hard way—you take your pick.” 
Ethan stands up and steps into the circle. His voice is level and deliberate. “We’re prepared to evacuate you to the United States. The U.S. Marshals will offer you protection in exchange for names and locations. We need a list of all the players in your international smuggling ring. If you choose not to cooperate, we’ll make sure it’s all over the international news networks that you’ve been talking to the CIA and then turn you over to your terrorist friends at the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan.”
Oleg’s face drains of color.
“I’m sure your friends will find a gruesome way for you to die. Think about it. Think about it real hard. And if you decide to accept our offer, keep in mind you’ll find yourself in the hands of your terrorists friends in a heartbeat if you lead us astray.” 
Oleg slaps his thigh and mutters a stream of expletives in Russian.
It’s hard to imagine this man I despise so much, who killed my partner, my lover, living in my country freely, being offered comfort and protection. Oleg doesn’t deserve a single night of peaceful sleep. He deserves to die an agonizing death after all his vile deeds. 
But if the SEALs get him to talk, it could mean the end of Oleg’s smuggling network. It could mean terrorist networks will no longer have a steady stream of illegal weapons coming in. I release a sustained breath, willing myself to accept whatever outcome this conversation leads to. I’m not in charge of this operation, I remind myself.
“My home is Russia. I have no use for the States,” Oleg snarls.
“If we leak that you’ve been held by us to the media and take you back to Eastern Europe, you know what will happen. You fucked up. You’re no use to them anymore. They’ll hang you from a bridge or saw your head off,” says Logan. 
Oleg squirms in his chair and swears again.
“All we need are names and locations.”
“I’ve got my own ticket out of here,” says Oleg.
His jaw shifts, his tongue presses out the skin on his cheek. Like he’s got candy in his mouth. “Wait, no. Don’t do it,” I shout, running toward the center of the circle. “Spit it out.”
“You.” Spit flies from his lips. His dark eyes are open wide and look crazed. “You’re going to try to stop me from killing myself? Now that’s a surprise.”
I stare down the man I spent more than four months despising, hating, who haunted my nightmares almost nightly. For the first time, I see him for the pathetic coward he is. He wants to take the easy way out. He’s not tough enough to face the consequences. I raise my chin higher, speak in a strong, confident voice. “What’s done is done. I can’t change it. You killed Andrew. But hating you never helped me get over it, it only made things worse.” I reach out and grab him by the collar and shake him hard. “People like you shouldn’t be remembered, you should be instantly forgotten. Now don’t be a coward and commit suicide. You’ll foam at the mouth, howl in agony. It will hurt like hell. Don’t do it. Spit out that goddamn thing and talk to us.”
He looks at me for a long moment and I hold his gaze without blinking. I know I’ve won before it happens, before he spits the pill out onto the wooden floor and starts to talk.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
 
Logan
 
 
Hannah is full of surprises. I wasn’t sure if she could handle meeting Oleg face to face. I kept worrying I’d witness a painful incident—that she might cry or try to attack him—and I couldn’t bear to see that happen to her. I wanted her to be able to stay in control the way I knew she wanted to be. But I had no reason to worry. She has her head together, that one. Instead of breaking down in Oleg’s presence, she demonstrated overwhelming strength. She fought down her demons. Beyond that, she confronted the man in such a cool, composed way, she stopped him from committing suicide, so we could cut a deal with him. 
She started out a heroine by rescuing me and ended up the woman of the hour here tonight. After the meeting ended, Petty Officer Third Class José Rodriguez escorted Oleg from the room and back to the bridge with Tyler and Aaron so they can watch him until he’s evacuated with us. Ethan and I already contacted the DEA to let them know we have the man in custody. They’re already following up on the leads Oleg provided, both with the weapons network in Eastern Europe and elsewhere and the terrorist groups he was working with.
Hannah’s standing on the far side of the room, a cluster of people around her. She tosses a strand of hair from her face and continues talking, making gestures with her hands.
I walk toward her, and gently touch her arm. “Nice work, Hannah.” 
“Thanks, Logan,” she says, but her tone is flat. I try to meet her gaze, to see if any emotion is registering in her eyes, but I don’t get the chance. Everyone’s milling around her, giving her physical and verbal pats on the back. 
I need to get away from the clamor of activity and decide to step outside on the deck. Faint light is beginning to illuminate the horizon. Soon the sky will transform from gray to pale blue, then to brilliant orange. I’ve observed this transition in the sky’s colors before sunrise so many times on mornings after middle-of-the-night missions end. Observing the dawning of a new day once the chaos has ended is what I do to decompress. It always makes me reflective and grateful to be alive. 
This morning, though, I’m not longing for a comfortable bed or two cups of strong coffee to chase down a big plate of eggs and bacon. I don’t care about any of those things right now. Because once those comforts are available to me, I will have lost what matters most—Hannah. Once we dock in Mazatlán, Hannah and the other CIA operatives will be transported via helicopter to the airport, where a private plane will ferry them back to their headquarters in DC. 
There’s little time left. Two hours at the most. I probably won’t get a minute alone with Hannah before she’s gone. During that confrontation with Oleg, she demonstrated she is letting go of the past. Now that she seems ready for tomorrow, there might be room for a new man in her life. But I’m not sure if she wants anything more from me than a hasty goodbye. I can’t read her mind. 
I can’t believe we’ve known each other for less than 24 hours. It feels like I’ve known her for so much longer. So much happened in such a short time. She rescued me and then we fought to stay alive. We gave in to our attraction and shared some stolen moments of passion. In the midst of the rush of adrenaline, we never had time to reflect on what was happening, to decide if it was just a quick fling or whether it could be the start of something more. But I have thought about it. I can’t get Hannah out of my mind. She understands the demands of my job. There’s a connection and understanding between us. Damnit, I’m falling in love with Hannah. I want to see her again, to attempt to have a real relationship with her. But I don’t want to force the issue. I want what’s best for her. Maybe she needed one wild fling before she moved on to something that could last. I can let her go if that’s what she wants. 
Two hours later, I’m standing on the deck in full sunlight and watching the Black Hawk lift off the deck, carrying Hannah away from me. The dark shape becomes smaller and smaller as it moves into the distance, diminishing to just a black speck against the brilliant blue sky before it disappears completely. I can’t believe she’s gone. She hugged me before she left, told me I should call her sometime. It sounded noncommittal. She didn’t say I absolutely must call because it was a matter of life or death—that she couldn’t live without me. Maybe I’m being too melodramatic. I couldn’t allow her to see all the deep emotions I felt welling up inside of me, not when she spoke to me in that businesslike voice. I know emotional displays don’t look good on a man, and I wanted to display strength to the woman who has shown herself to be a true heroine from the first to the last minute we spent together.
That goodbye hug lasted only a few seconds, yet I still recall how good it felt to hold her one last time in my arms. I remember the warmth of her cheek pressed against mine, the tickle of her hair on my skin, the way her firm, yet feminine curves seem to fit perfectly against the hard lines of my body. I didn’t want to let her go. But I did what any strong man would do. I didn’t cling to her too tightly. I tamped down my feelings of being completely gutted as I slowly released her from my embrace. She took a step back, dropped her gaze toward the deck and turned away. I forced my lips into a smile as I watched her stride toward the helicopter and out of my life. 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
 
Hannah
 
 
After more than a week of debriefings in DC, Terence gives me the go ahead to visit Kino Bay for a few days to clear out the stuff from my rental. I haven’t spoken to Logan since the mission ended. There were so many people crowding round me after Oleg’s interrogation, then before I knew it, it was time to board the helicopter to leave. We had no time to be alone, to talk about what a tomorrow for us might look like with our crazy schedules—if there is a tomorrow. If only we’d had five minutes alone together. It would have been long enough for me to ask him Is this going anywhere? Do you want to try to make this work? But we didn’t have five minutes. We exchanged digits, but he hasn’t called. I thought about calling him, but I’m afraid. I don’t know if he saw any future in that whirlwind of passion we shared. It would be wonderful to hear his beloved voice—only a memory now to my ears—and to think maybe, maybe there was a chance. But what if I call, only to hear a woman’s laughter in the background. I’d rather not call at all than feel like an idiot.
After a flight from Dulles to Dallas, a long layover, and a second flight to Hermosillo, it’s nine thirty AM. A hired driver transports me to Kino Bay. As Pedro leaves the airport and meanders through traffic in the city, I think about what my life will look like from now on. I’ll be back to constant international flights and time zone changes. I’ll have to relearn how to tune out to the nagging demands of my confused brain and body—telling me to sleep or eat at off hours. I should have savored this break from work instead of taking it for granted when I thought it could potentially last forever. There will be no more long, lazy swims in the Sea of Cortez, no more late afternoon naps on my sun deck, no more novel reading; only running, rushing, hurriedly packing, with barely a minute to myself. But it’s what I want. I’ve fought to get back to it.
 As the car rises over a hill, nearing town, the first stunning view of the sparkling blue sea opens up in front of my eyes. Even though I’m eager to resume my career, I’ll miss living by the Sea of Cortez. Being near the water is so calming. Pedro makes a turn and drives down the street into my neighborhood. Once he parks in my driveway, I pay him what we’ve agreed on, then step from the car and draw in a deep breath of sea air. I walk up to my familiar house, feeling a tug of heavy sadness inside.
I will spend one more night here and then say goodbye to this place forever. I will miss living on the beach, seeing the sun cast flickers of light like diamonds across the aquamarine water. I will miss all of Mexico’s unique sights, sounds, and smells. Views of sea, coastline and arid islands and picturesque sunsets, the weekend gatherings of generations of Mexicans—from grandparents to toddlers—gathered on the beach for picnics and frolicking in the water, the smell of salty sea mingled with the odor of burning trash and hot-off-the-grill tortillas. That’s Mexico for you.
I unlock the door and step inside. A strong scent of wine and perfume assaults my nostrils. I walk across the room and notice a half-filled wine glass sitting on the breakfast bar counter. That’s strange. I don’t remember leaving it there. But I’m not in the mood to worry about dishes I forgot to wash. My body wilts with exhaustion. The overnight trip has drained away the last bit of energy I have left. I’m ready to collapse like a rag doll in my comfortable bed. I’ve always slept soundly here in the sea air. A 16-hour sleep session now would be welcome. I can start in on the packing whenever I wake up.
I drag my weary body up the stairs to the bedroom. My lips stretch open into a yawn. I strip off everything except my bra and panties and toss the rest of my clothes on a chair and without ceremony, I yank back the covers and crawl into bed. I pull the soft sheets and quilt up over me, nestle down into the soft pillow, and close my eyes.
In my dreams, a woman stands by the bed watching me. The floral perfume she’s wearing is so sickly sweet and overpowering, my head starts to throb. The pain in my head intensifies. My eyes fly open and there’s someone standing there. Wait, what? Someone’s actually in this room? I thought I was dreaming.
I jerk upright in the bed. I rub my eyes, not sure if I’m still dreaming, but when I open them again, the woman’s still standing there. Her hair color—now shiny auburn and sharply angled around her face—is the only thing that’s changed. Her brilliant blue eyes are framed with eyeliner and heavy mascara. The form fitting red dress she’s wearing showcases her long trim legs. She’s dressed to kill, standing with her hands behind her back, her breasts jutting forward. Shit. I push that thought aside and try to unscramble my brain, to focus.
“It’s been a long time, Hannah.” Her syrupy voice drips with sarcasm.
“Samantha, what are you doing here? Terence said you were dead.”
She thrusts one hip out to one side and plants a hand on it like a runway model. “Fooled him, fooled you.”
“But he said you and the other agent were both killed.”
“I killed Jason one night after I fucked him. I dumped his body in the Baltic. They never found my body and assumed I was dead, too. The sea’s a big place. Convenient, right?”
 “I don’t understand. Are you working with Oleg?”
“I was. But thanks to you and those SEAL bastards, I had to cut myself a new deal recently.”
“What kind of deal?”
“I’m not in the mood to share details. But let’s just say my new partners don’t pay me as well as Oleg, but the money’s a hell of a lot better than what the fucking CIA could ever offer.”
“I can’t believe I’m hearing this.”
Her bright blue eyes flash with amusement. “Yes, you’re kind of naïve that way, aren’t you, Hannah? You probably believed I wasn’t fucking Andrew.” She moves a hand seductively over the curve of her hip. 
 “Wait, you were together?”
“Of course. For weeks. But you were too stupid to pick up on it.”
“He seemed distracted before we left for Latvia.”
“Sex with you had become a chore, he told me. Boring and routine. He liked that I was willing to do anything.” She speaks in a seductive voice, slides her tongue over her moist, blood-red painted lips.
I clench my fists, wishing I could rip her hair out. Why didn’t I see our relationship was deteriorating? Our sex life was fine. Until suddenly it wasn’t. I thought it was just temporary. All relationships have their ups and downs, I’d told myself. And all that time I was trying to think of ways to spice up our relationship, he was fucking Samantha. I thought he loved me. Did our relationship mean anything to him? 
“For a time, cheating on you didn’t bother him. He was a thirsty man in a desert. He couldn’t get enough of dirty, raunchy sex. We fucked in the backseat of cars, I gave him head in dark corners of restaurants, he fucked me cuffed and chained to the bed, and sometimes he spanked me. It really drove him wild when I let him fuck me in the ass.”
Bile rises in my throat, threatening to choke me. I can’t listen to this, listen to her tell me about their sex life, about the life she had with the man I thought loved me. It’s too much. “No. He loved me. Not you. No,” I repeat.
 She laughs. “The truth hurts, doesn’t it, Hannah? But that’s how it happened. The man couldn’t get enough of fucking me every which way. Then for some reason, he started to feel guilty. Your name started coming into our conversations and once, he said he wasn’t sure he could continue our affair. It was so annoying. I knew then he had to die.”
Did he feel guilty from the beginning? Or only after his affair with this psycho began to cool off? I thought I could trust Andrew. I thought my heart was safe in his hands. How could this have happened? How could I have been so blind to the truth? I’ve spent so much time feeling guilty about his death, feeling guilty over my sudden desire to move on. But why should I? He’s gone and I’m here. And he wasn’t even faithful to me anyway. 
I see Logan’s face in front of my eyes and wonder—could there be a tomorrow for us? Is he a man I could come to trust? The short time we spent together made me want more of him—much more. Maybe I should call him. I’d feel better if I told him how I feel about him. It would be a relief to unload what I’ve learned with him, to tell him I’m not hung up on Andrew—that I couldn’t be because he betrayed me, to tell him that I no longer feel guilty for moving on because it really wasn’t my fault that Andrew died. But first, I have to face Samantha, and I don’t think she’s here to give me makeup tips. But if I can defeat her, then I can figure out if what happened between Logan and me is something that can last, or if I blink, will turn to vapor.
“Now it’s time to do what I’ve been paid the big bucks to do.” Samantha’s hands appear from behind her back. A ray of sunlight coming through the window glints off of the long knife blade Samantha twists through the air. She could have killed me when I was sleeping. But she didn’t. She wanted me to be awake, so she could torture me with this story before she ended my life. She’s completely crazy. She killed my lover and sold out her country to a higher bidder. Now, she wants to carve me into teeny tiny pieces. 
“Ready to die, bitch?” 
Not a chance.
She slashes toward my face. I leap from the bed, bouncing on the balls of my feet, shielding my face with my hands.
She howls with laughter. “You’re pathetic, Hannah.”
I launch a kick toward her chest and she slashes downward with the knife. It nicks my ankle and blood droplets spray across the floor.
“You might as well save your energy. I’m going to kill you. You can fight all you want, but in the end, you’ll be nothing more than a lifeless corpse in a pool of blood.”
“We’ll see about that.”
She jabs the knife toward my chest and I jump back. She rushes toward me and I leap to the side. She smashes into the cement wall with a crunch. “Fuck. You’re going to pay for that, bitch.”
She’s out of control. I just need to stay calm. I launch a roundhouse kick to her back and she crumples to the floor. She rolls over still holding the knife. I kick her head, but she grabs my foot and yanks hard, pulling me to the ground. Bad move. She leaps on top of me, raising the knife over my chest. I use all my strength to roll her sideways, so I can maneuver myself on top of her. Then I grab her wrist with both hands and twist sharply to the left. I hear the snap of bone and the knife falls from her hand.
Samantha screams with pain. “You bitch. You’re going to die.” 
I smile, thinking I’ve won, but overconfidence isn’t my friend. She surprises me with a sudden jab to the face and then another one. I hear a horrid sound, and I think it’s my nose breaking as the room dips and sways and blurs out of focus. During my moment of distraction, Samantha lunges for the knife, snatching it up with her good hand. I jump up to my feet, shielding my face again and stepping back as she leaps up and lunges toward me. She jabs at me again, this time nicking my wrist. Shit. I feel warm blood on my hand and see it dripping onto the floor. I have to get back in the game. 
I launch a snappy forward kick at her knee cap, snapping it back and she screams again. She grabs a handful of my hair as she falls to the floor and I tumble down with her and we roll on the floor, her holding the knife and swinging through the air wildly while her useless broken wrist flops around. She seems immune to the pain, fueled by rage.
I swing my head to the side and the blade scrapes by my ear. I grab her wrist and grunt with exertion as I try to force the knife away from my face and toward her chest. There’s only one way this is going to end. With one of us dead. Damn, my nose hurts. Blood pours down my face, dripping on my arm. Samantha’s face blurs and then comes into focus again. I’m close to losing consciousness. I use my last ounce of effort to roll to the right so I’m on top of her. With all my might, I twist her wrist and jab the knife down. It makes a sickening sound as it enters flesh and strikes bone. 
“No,” she screams. 
I yank the knife out and stab her again, forcing the blade in deeper between her ribs. Her eyes glaze and her mouth falls open. Blood pours from her wounds and a stream of blood runs from between her open lips, almost the same color as her lipstick. “Bitch,” she mutters softly before her head falls to the side and her blue eyes stare at nothing.
I stagger to my feet and sway toward the night table. I fumble around until I feel the rectangular shape of my cell. I punch in Terence’s number. When he answers, I’m breathless. I drop to my knees on the floor, watching the room spin around me. I have to hold it together before I let the merry go round world claim me.
“It’s Hannah. Samantha was alive.”
“That’s not p—” 
“It is. She came to my house, and tried to kill me. She’s dead now, but I’m injured. Broken nose and knife wound.”
“Knife wound? Is it bad?”
“I’m dizzy and weak.” I give him my address. “Call an ambulance and have them take me to a hospital in Hermosillo.”
“Okay, Hannah. Stay with me. I’ll make the call on my land line.”
“I don’t know if…” The room spins again, faster and faster. And I see brilliant white stars. Like I’m outside on the clearest night in an arid desert. But I thought it was daylight, I think to myself. Before all the stars disappear and there’s only darkness to claim me.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
 
Hannah
 
 
Strange beeps wake me, and people are talking in Spanish. A harsh antiseptic smell assaults my nostrils. I’m stretched out nearly flat on my back. My head and body feel heavy with exhaustion, and my thoughts are cloudy and confused. My arm burns like hell. My nose doesn’t feel much better. I reach up to touch it with my good hand, encountering a thick bandage. I open my eyes to see a nurse leaning over the bed, white walls all around me. I’m in a hospital. How did I get here? Why can’t I remember? “What happened to me?” I ask in Spanish.
The nurse pats my good arm. “You must rest.
There was an incident at your house.
You were brought here by ambulance. You lost a lot of blood. But the doctor has put stitches in the arm wound and bandaged your face. We’re giving you antibiotics through the IV to prevent any infection. Along with a bit of pain medication.”
“Okay, thank you.” I fight to recall the events of the day through the opioid haze. Something happened in my house. I see it all in reverse order—the flash of stars, my surroundings losing focus, the call to Terence, Samantha’s dead body, the deadly knife fight, Samantha telling me about Andrew’s betrayal, dreaming someone was in the room when I was asleep. Only it wasn’t a dream. It was a nightmare that really happened.
Terence must have called the paramedics. I’m sure they probably called the State Police when they found Samantha’s body in my place. All sorts of assumptions could be made. That I’m a murderer, that I’m linked to the cartels. What if the police show up and arrest me? If Samantha formed alliances down here and was hired to kill me as she said, some sicario might be on my trail. I wish I had enough strength to leap from this bed and run away. I don’t want to be executed or thrown in a Mexican jail. I ‘m alone. Afraid. I don’t like feeling like I can’t take care of myself, but I wish someone was here to help me, to assure me that everything will be all right.
An image of Logan’s face flashes through my mind—his blue eyes, his square jaw, his sensual lips. I wish he was here beside the bed. It would be so comforting to hear his voice, to feel his touch. This hospital feels so alien with everyone speaking Spanish and all these harsh, antiseptic smells. I long for anything familiar and safe. If only I had a friend to call. But I never got to know anyone that well in Kino Bay. I kept to myself, never allowed myself to get to know anyone. I guess I had too much I wanted to hide.
I reach for the remote and angle my bed up higher. The nurse finishes checking my IV and looks like she’s about to leave. “Wait, please. My condition is stable enough now, isn’t it? Can I check out today?”
“I’m sorry, but the doctor said earlier he wants to keep you until tomorrow, maybe even the day after that. Your nose is going to be fine, but the knife wound in your arm is very deep—all the way to the bone. We need to make sure you don’t develop an infection. You also have signs of bruising around your ribs. We want to make sure you don’t exhibit any signs of internal damage.”
“I understand.” I let out a long sigh. The idea of staying in this hospital for another day or possibly two depresses me, but what choice do I have? They’re only trying to do what’s best for me. And it’s not like I have many other available options. I’m too weak to move, let alone walk up the stairs to my bedroom, and even though by now la policia have removed the body, there’s probably still blood everywhere. I can’t go back to that house—at least not now. And then there’s the whole issue of the police and the cartel people. Fuck. Why didn’t Terence send someone down here to evacuate me? I need to get ahold of the man.
“Do you know where my cell phone is?” I ask the nurse.
“I have it,” says a familiar voice.
“Logan!” I screech out in a weak voice. He’s here! I jerk myself up to sitting and wave my arms through the air, getting a painful reminder that it’s a bad idea when the IV needle attached to my arm pierces deeper. 
“Cálmate, por favor!” says the nurse, pushing me back down on the bed.
Logan stands up and takes my good hand in both of his and holds it tight. He’s wearing a black T-shirt that stretches tightly across his broad chest and snug blue jeans. Even under the fluorescent lights, his eyes remind me of a calm sea. “I should have called you. I shouldn’t have let you head down here alone.”
His brows are drawn together, there’s regret written on the lines in his face. “Don’t blame yourself, Logan. No one could have predicted it would turn out this way. And I think…we needed time to think this whole thing over.”
“I didn’t need time to think, Hannah. I fucked up. So bad. I never called you. I wanted to—every day, but I kept thinking I might sound pushy or desperate. I let my ego get in the way. I should have told you how I felt and let you decide where we go from here. When I heard what happened to you—” His voice shakes and for a moment, he glances away. But then he locks gazes with me and I see the raw pain in the depth of his brilliant blue eyes.
“I’m all right, Logan, don’t worry.”
“You don’t look all right, Hannah.” One of his hands moves to my face and traces my cheek. “You’re so pale. You’ve obviously lost a lot of blood. And when I first walked into the room you seemed so sad and out-of-sorts.”
“I did feel sad. I felt lonely and lost in this Mexican hospital. I wanted to see a familiar face. Your face. I kept remembering our time together, wishing so badly you were here.”
He leans in closer, until our lips are a breath apart. His jawline appears strong and defined even covered with scruffy stubble. He must have dropped everything to come here. The worry I see in his blue eyes and the warmth I see in his smile speak louder than words. 
“Logan, letting you go wasn’t what I wanted to do. It never felt right.”
“No, it didn’t. It felt like the end of everything.” He cups my face with his hands and kisses me softly on the cheek. 
“The end of everything,” I say. “I couldn’t have said that better myself. I wanted so badly to talk to you before I left Francisco’s yacht, but there were so many people around and I wasn’t sure how you felt, and I was afraid I’d be making a fool of myself.”
“I understand. I felt the same way, too. Desperate to say something, but not knowing how.”
I love you, Logan.”
“I love you, too, Hannah,” he says in a deep, soft voice, his warm breath tickling my face. “Today can be our new beginning. I’m here for you, Hannah. I asked for leave. I can stay until you’re better.”
“You’d do that for me?”
“Of course. I’d do almost anything to be near you.” He strokes my face gently. I reach up for his arm and skim my hand over his forearm up to his biceps. He feels so sturdy and strong. I feel safe now that he’s near. That lonely, lost feeling I thought I’d never escape melted away the instant I saw him.
“Do you think you could pull some strings, and get me released sooner rather than later? I’m not such a fan of hospitals. Particularly Mexican ones, knowing what we did together cost the cartel a lot of money.”
“I’ll see what I can do. But while you were asleep, some Mexican police officers and a detective came by.”
My neck muscles tighten. “Oh, no. They’re not going to arrest me, are they?”
“No, nothing like that. They might want to ask some questions, but all the evidence pointed to self-defense. Samantha in your house, attacking you while you were sleeping. Terence has spoken to them as well.”
“That’s good to know. I had some very nightmarish visions of spending the night in a Mexican jail.”
“That’s not going to happen. They would have to get through me first—don’t worry, Hannah—you’re not going anywhere without me.”
His confident demeanor is so reassuring. “What about the cartel?”
“I think these officers are clean. Francisco’s connections seem to be in Baja Sur and Sinaloa, not in Sonora. Don’t worry. No one’s touching a hair of your head on my watch.” 
“I believe you, Logan.” And I do. This man here will always keep me safe.
 “But your place is a mess. I don’t want to take you back there.”
“Good. I don’t ever want to return to that house. I had some good times there, but that incident…”
“Let it go, Hannah. It’s over. We’ll make arrangement for a moving company to deal with your things. Once you’re released from the hospital, we can stay in a hotel in Hermosillo until you’re up to a longer trip.”  
“I need to get in touch with Kaylee. I promised her I’d check in with her every day until I got back to DC.”
“We can do that once we’re settled in our hotel. Just a thought, but after you’re more rested, we could fly to San Diego. You could stay at my place until you’re ready to go back to work.”
“That’s too much. I don’t want to be a nuisance for you.”
“You’re not a nuisance, don’t ever think that. You’re the woman I love. I want to be here for you. Our relationship all happened on the run. We’d finally have time to slow down and get to know each other, to really be together. I think we need that.”
“You’ll get no argument from me. Let’s do it then.”
He captures my lips in a deep, lingering kiss. The heaviness in my body lifts until I’m soaring above the clouds. My nerve endings start to dance under the sunlight. 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
 
Twenty months later
Drake Bay, Costa Rica
 
Logan
 
 
On rare occasions, Hannah and I have been out of touch for months. Often, I don’t know what city or even what country she’s in. We can’t share the details of our work with anyone, except in those rare instances we work together on special operations teams. But even when she’s on another continent, a part of her remains with me—buried deep inside my heart. Despite the fact that we spend most of our time apart, our love has grown stronger. Every night before I fall asleep—on a helicopter seat, on the cold ground in a sleeping bag, on board a ship—I see that boundless energy flashing in her emerald eyes, I hear her laugh, recall the arousal and comfort I experience every time her beautiful, naked body is close to mine.
Hannah and Kaylee have partnered up. They helped us track down several of the leads Oleg gave us in exchange for protection. With that information, we were able to collaborate on a mission to dismantle Oleg’s European armaments network and cut off the supply chain to terror. They weren’t just dealing in guns. They were also manufacturing and distributing chemical weapons to terrorist networks in Middle Eastern countries.
But today belongs to Hannah and me. We somehow managed to carve out two weeks together. She reserved a room for us in Drake Bay on the Osa Peninsula in Costa Rica. The small resort where we’re staying is on the Pacific Ocean, beside an estuary and nestled in a jungle of tropical trees. I’m holding Hannah’s hand while we walk barefoot on the sand. Even at 0800, it’s already hot and humid, but the ocean is just steps away. 
“What a beautiful morning.” Hannah points toward the tree tops and stops walking. She lifts her binoculars to her eyes and swings them upward. Soft curls of her reddish-blond hair blow in the breeze. She brushes a lock of hair away from her face. 
The trees around here are huge. At least 100 or more feet tall, I’d guess. 
“Do you see those scarlet macaws?” She passes her binoculars to me and points.
I take the binoculars from her hand, adjust the focus, and crane my head upward to glimpse the brilliant red, blue, and yellow bird rustling around in the foliage. “Wow. They’re so colorful.” Hannah bought a Central America bird book before our trip. So many of the local birds are brilliantly colored—I’ve seen every color in the rainbow. We’ve seen tanagers, toucans, parrots, and scarlet macaws. I’ll never tell the guys I found birds interesting, though, or that I’ve been looking at them with binoculars like some geeky retired guy. I’d never hear the end of it. 
“Remember that older couple we sat with at breakfast yesterday—Darla and Jim?”
“The people from Colorado?”
“Yes, them. While you were talking to Jim, Darla told me about all the winters they’ve spent down here studying birds. She carries binoculars with her everywhere, she said. Darla said the scarlet macaws prefer the almond trees and that’s the best place to find them. I don’t know my tropical trees all that well, but I guess that must be an almond tree over there. The foliage is so thick. Oh, look, I see two more of them.” She points her finger at an angle to the right.
I take a look and then pass the binoculars back to Hannah. “Amazing. And look at these tropical trees.” I’ve rarely seen such enormous trees. I’ve spent little time in the jungle. Three years ago, my Commander sent us on a mission to Nicaragua to recover two kidnapped American teens. The diversity of trees and wildlife was incredible, but in July, it was 100-plus degrees and humid as hell and the mosquitoes ate us for breakfast, lunch, and dinner. Even in February, it’s hot down here. Costa Rica’s interesting, but I much prefer the cooler, drier climate in Southern California. But I’d go to Siberia to be with Hannah. 
“I’m glad we came here, Logan. This place is so wild and untamed.”
I allow my gaze to wander the length of her body. She is so hot in that skimpy yellow bikini. The view would be even better if she’d lose the wrap. Every time I look at her long slender legs, I remember how it feels to have them wrapped around my back as I drive inside her. “That’s for sure. I wonder where Mr. Crocodile is hiding today.” 
She gazes at me with wide eyes. “Somewhere in that estuary, I’m sure. Kayaking near him yesterday kind of creeped me out. He’s so big and mean looking.”
Yesterday morning, we checked out resort sea kayaks and paddled our way around the estuary. We saw tons of tropical birds as well as shore birds like pelicans and gulls. We talked for hours as we explored the estuary. We didn’t share confidential details about missions we didn’t collaborate together on, but we talked about why we keep doing the work we do—how at the end of the day, after innocent lives have been saved, it feels very gratifying.  She updated me on CIA operator Kaylee’s progress. She’s returned to work and is now engaged to her longtime boyfriend. They’re planning to marry early next year, and Hannah said we’ll both be invited to the wedding. The enormous crocodile surfaced near us while we were paddling back to shore. Fortunately, he didn’t come too close. But I won’t be wading through the mouth of the estuary at hide tide again. I like having all my limbs attached.
“It’s getting hot already. We should have brought water.”
I glance at the long line of coconut trees lining the beach. “Don’t worry. We can drink some coconut water. I brought my Swiss Army knife.”
She bursts out laughing so hard, her breasts bounce. 
I love that Hannah’s been so relaxed and carefree on this trip. We’ve taken other trips over the course of our time together—to Iceland, the Galapagos Islands, and Yellowstone Park. Always, our time together is special, and I find myself falling deeper and deeper in love with her.
Her cute mouth opens into a wide, teasing grin. “Seriously? Were you expecting a jaguar to attack us?”
“No, but it never hurts to be prepared for anything.”
 She bats her long lashes at me and speaks in a clearly conjured up, low, seductive voice. “I hope you’re prepared for a lot of something that will require a piece of your equipment that isn’t a knife.”
My cock stiffens immediately at the implied suggestion. “Oh, I’m always prepared for more sex with you.”
“So far that’s been evident. I mean, five times in six hours is a pretty good record.”
“And now you’re making me want to beat it. But first, I need to fetch the lady a coconut.” The long line of coconut palms leans toward the sun and the sea, their feathery fronds waving in the breeze. I walk toward one leaning low enough that I can reach the bunch of coconuts. I twist and yank until one comes loose. Then I bang against the top of it with the butt of the knife until part of it caves in. I pull the broken pieces out so there’s a reasonably neat hole and hand the coconut to Hannah.
She sips greedily, glancing over at me with those irresistible emerald eyes. “Mmm. Delicious. Here, try some.” Her lips and cheeks are wet with coconut water.
I take the coconut from her hand, feeling a jolt of sensual energy the instant our fingers touch. I take a long pull of the thirst-quenching coconut water and then pass the coconut back to her for another sip. After two days of beach and sun, Hannah’s soft skin is back to a glowing, golden brown, the way her skinned looked when we first met, when she was on leave and living in Mexico. Her slightly sunburned cheeks look rosy and healthy. Every time I look at her, I want to touch her not only because she’s lovely but also to remind myself that she’s really here—which feels like a miracle after so much time apart and so many long, lonely nights without her.
I drop the empty coconut in the sand and allow the magnetic pull of our bodies to draw us together again. Holding her in my arms, I lean in to sample the sweet taste I crave more than coconut water—the flavor of her lips. Our mouths fuse. Her pliant lips mingle with mine—warm, wet, and inviting. Hannah’s mouth tastes both sweet and salty, like coconut mixed with the salt in the air. I explore her mouth deeper, nibbling, tasting, parting her lips and making her mouth mine with my tongue. “I want you.” 
“Mmm.” I feel her desire in the movement of her lips, her tongue, the way her gripping hands pull me in closer until her soft breasts, the ridges of her abdomen, her shapely thighs—the whole length of her warm, eager body compresses itself against mine. 
I continue to kiss her, crouching just low enough that I can untie the wrap around her waist. I let it slip from my fingers into the sand and then dip lower, grasping her from behind her legs and lifting her into my arms. I carry her swiftly toward the rolling waves.
“Wait, stop,” she says, kicking her legs as her hair tosses wildly in the breeze.
“You look like you need to cool off. Let’s take a swim.”
She continues to struggle to escape, but I hold her tight as I near the shoreline. “You tricked me,” she accuses.
“It’s very easy to distract you.” I wade into the shallow water. 
She grips my neck tighter. “If you drop me in the ocean, you’re going down with me.”
“I don’t mind.” I wade in deeper. She clings on tighter.
 Once I’m in water above my waist, I fall back into a rolling wave. We submerge together, tossed about by its energy. I release her and swim for the surface. She jumps up to her feet, splashing me. She looks so beautiful, her sun-kissed body and face wet with sea water. 
“You made a mistake letting go. Now you’ll have to catch me.” She dashes away from me and out of the ocean. She runs across the sand, stopping briefly to turn a cartwheel. She snatches up her sarong and waves it through the air before breaking into a dead sprint back toward the resort.
I chase after her. But she’s not as easy to catch as I anticipated. She’s fast on her feet. By the time I grab her by the waist and we fall in a heap into the sand, we’ve neared the row of screened cabins nestled in the trees. 
I roll her over so I’m on top of her. Her chest is heaving with exertion, her skin glistening wet with water and sweat. The tips of her hair seem ignited by the sunlight. Her eyes—flecked with hints of blue under the sunlight—are wide with desire. It’s back to the bedroom for us. “I better take you inside before I get tempted to make mischief with you right here.”
“I like that plan, Master Chief.”
I pinch her cheek playfully. “How many times do I have to ask you to stop calling me that? You know it irritates me.”
She laughs and caresses my face with both her hands. “And that’s why I keep doing it. You look so cute when you’re annoyed.”
“Just what I always wanted. For a woman to say I’m cute.”
“You are cute.”
“Please stop. Say I look strong or tough or badass and I’ll be all over it.”
She laughs. “Yeah. I guess I can relate to that. I’d rather be called tough than cute myself.”
I help her to her feet. “Jump up. I’ll carry you.” She allows me to lift her from the sand and I walk her across the sand and up the stairs. I fuse my lips to hers as I walk her across the long walkway of wooden planks toward our room. My steps slow as a raging hard tents my swim trunks. I set her down and fumble with the lock. I take her hand and lead her inside our cabin. Two walls are nothing but screens, offering a cool sea breeze and views of the bay through the web of tangled trees. A king-sized bed with a colorful striped woven bedspread sits against one of the solid walls, bracketed by two nightstands. The bathroom is just inside the door. 
“You want to take a shower first?”
“Sure.” Hannah turns toward the bathroom. I follow her into the small room and watch as she first turns on the shower and takes a step back under the cascading water, facing me. Her lips turned up in a seductive smile, she slowly peels off the bikini, baring her white breasts first, making me ache to taste those pointy nipples, before she slides the bikini bottoms down her long legs. She twirls the removed wet swimsuit around in the air and then tosses it past me toward the sink. It lands with a wet slap. “Come on in,” she says, winking.
“Now that’s hot.”
A wicked smile turns up the corner of her lips. “I love to tempt you.”
“You do one hell of a job.”
She gazes at me with teasing eyes, her eyelashes wet, her kissable lips and her delicious body slick with water just waiting for me. “Are you going to come in with me or what?”
“I want to enjoy the scenery first.” 
“Well, don’t take all day.”
I quickly strip off my board shorts and step under the waterfall of water beside her. It’s a small shower, but it could work.
“I’ve made love to you in the bed, on the couch, in the sand, in our rental car. I think it’s about time we do it in the shower.”
“That works for me.” 
I capture her lips, possessing and consuming them as flames of desire rage inside of me. I can never get enough of tasting her lips, of hearing her little gasps of pleasure, of touching and savoring every inch of her body. I skim my hands over her full white breasts and flick a finger over a pert nipple. I take both breasts in my hands, savoring the feel of them in my hands as water rushes over them. One of my hands skims lower, descending over the smooth, firm lines of her abdomen. I find the juncture between her thighs and finger her clit. More hot blood surges to my cock when I feel how slick with desire her slit is. “God, you’re so wet and ready.”
“Fuck me now.”
“Turn around,” I growl.
She faces the wall. I grip her hips and tug them toward me. My cock twitches at the sight of her firm buttocks, anticipating her hot and ready opening I’m about to enter. I’m desperate to claim her, to bury myself balls deep in her hot wetness. I line up my cock at her entrance, grip her tight and plunge inside. Once I’m seated deep inside, I move, at first slowly and then with more intensity. Her walls squeeze me tight as I pump in and out of her.
“More. Fuck me hard,” she says. 
Her naughty talk fuels my savage instincts. I thrust into her harder and faster as hot sensation rockets through my cock and core. Her uninhibited lust in the moment is like nothing I’ve ever experienced. Her body’s built for sex. But only with me. She’s mine now. Only mine.
“Yes. It feels so good.”
The pleasure of her hot wet hole milking me is almost too much. I can’t get enough of Hannah. All I want is more, more, more... I’d die for another minute of this, it’s so hot, so decadent. “Come for me, Hannah. I want to hear you scream.” She’s already groaning and panting like an animal in heat. 
I continue driving into her, the slap of our bodies loud and erotic as water sluices over us. I feel a shudder roll through her and her walls squeeze me tight and rhythmically as she screams in ecstasy for the longest time. That’s all it takes to push me over the edge. Two more drives after her orgasm ends, I unload. I turn her around to face me and hold her in my arms under the shower of water. “That was so good, I think I might like to do it again.”
“I was hoping you’d say that.” Her voice sounds raspy with lust and desire.
“I’ll take you into the bedroom next. Let me dry you off.”
I turn off the water and pull back the shower curtain. I tug a towel loose from the bar on the wall and use it to slowly dry off her sleek wet body; her shoulders, her breasts, the swell of her hips. In a few minutes, I’ll make love to her again, but now I just want to look at her. Her brilliant green eyes are still dilated from our lovemaking, her perfectly shaped lips swollen from my kisses, her skin glowing from sun and sex, Hannah’s the most beautiful woman in the world to me. I’ve made an imprint on her. She looks different when we’re together. More relaxed. I wonder if she sees a similar transformation in me. I feel like a different person when we’re together. I feel chilled out and uninhibited. I don’t have to hide myself around her. I can talk to her about subjects I had to avoid around other women because they didn’t get what my life was like. But Hannah gets it because in so many ways, our careers are similar. Hannah’s the woman I love, and every moment we spend together is amazing. Our time is scarce, but she’s worth any amount of sacrifice. We’ll make the most of the days and weeks we’re able to spend together. She’s the only woman I’ll ever want. Hannah’s my forever.
 
THE END
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