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    Four years ago, Special Agent Wade Flint nearly died at the hands of a vicious drug lord. Now he’s finally uncovered where the scumbag is hiding in the jungles of Central America, and it’s time for a little payback. They say revenge is a dish best served cold, but Wade plans to deliver it piping hot and ram it down the bastard’s throat.  
 
    He didn’t expect to rescue a beautiful American doctor along the way. 
 
    He didn’t want to feel the sizzle of attraction. 
 
    And he sure as hell didn’t expect her to awaken things inside him that he long considered dead. 
 
    His thirst for vengeance may have kept him alive, but only love can give him something worth living for...  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Beyond the Breaking Point 
 
    Copyright © 2020 Lori Sjoberg 
 
      
 
    This book is a work of fiction. The names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the writer’s imagination and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to persons, living or dead, actual events, locales or organizations is entirely coincidental.  
 
    All rights reserved. With the exception of quotes used in reviews, this book or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the author. Fonts used with permission from Microsoft. 
 
    Also, thank you for not sharing your copy of this book. This purchase allows you one legal copy for your own personal reading enjoyment on your personal computer or device. You do not have the right to resell, distribute, print, or transfer this book, in whole or in part, to anyone, in any format, via methods either currently known or yet to be invented, or upload this book to a file sharing program. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. Thank you for respecting the author’s work.  
 
    BN ID: 2940163178674 
 
    Amazon ASIN: B0858R72GG 
 
    Apple ID: 1472009529 
 
    Kobo ISBN: 1230003318447 
 
    Lori Sjoberg (2020-06-26). Beyond the Breaking Point: A Six Points Security Novel  
 
   
  
 



 
 
    Also By Lori Sjoberg 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Southern Alphas 
 
    Driven 
 
    Fractured 
 
    Devoted 
 
    Denied 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Six Points Security 
 
    Trouble in a Tight Dress 
 
    Danger in a Dive Bar 
 
    Indecent Obsession 
 
    Can’t Hold Back 
 
    Beyond the Breaking Point 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 The Grave Series 
 
    Grave Intentions 
 
    Grave Destinations 
 
    Grave Vengeance 
 
    Grave Attraction 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Contents 
 
    Chapter 1 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
    Chapter 17 
 
    Chapter 18 
 
    Chapter 19 
 
    Chapter 20 
 
    Chapter 21 
 
    Chapter 22 
 
    Chapter 23 
 
    Chapter 24 
 
    Chapter 25 
 
    Chapter 26 
 
    Chapter 27 
 
    Epilogue 
 
    
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    The Aranza Cartel was one of the largest drug trafficking organizations in Mexico, involved in the smuggling and distribution of Asian heroin, Columbian cocaine, and Mexican marijuana into the United States. For some reason, they chose not to traffic methamphetamine, leaving that particular drug to a neighboring cartel. 
 
    Their network was vast, employing planes, cargo ships, tractor trailers, buses, automobiles, speedboats, fishing vessels, railroad cars, and God only knew what else to transport their illicit product. Anybody who got in their way was bribed, threatened, or killed in some sort of grotesque manner meant to serve as a warning to others. 
 
    Wade Flint should know. He’d dedicated half a decade trying to eradicate the cartel, and had barely survived their attempt to turn him into one of those grotesque warnings. 
 
    His partner hadn’t been so fortunate. 
 
    It took some effort to mask his impatience as he propped one heavily muscled arm on the scarred wooden countertop and surveyed his surroundings. It was a run-down bar in a run-down town, one of hundreds dotting the region. Neon beer company signs adorned the brightly colored walls. A stuffed macaw sat on a perch near the entrance. On the plus side, the place was relatively clean, though the overhead fans did little to compensate for the lack of air conditioning. 
 
    Once upon a time, it had been common for tourists—Americans in particular—to frequent the nearby national park. But drug violence had triggered a rash of bad press and international travel advisories. As a result, the eco-tourism industry had dried up, leaving the area in economic ruin. 
 
    Wade retrieved his phone from the pocket of his pale-blue button-down shirt, checked the time, and frowned. All his life, he’d never been much for waiting, not even when he’d worked as an agent for the United States Drug Enforcement Administration. His career had ended almost four years ago, but his hunger for justice remained, which was the only reason he’d returned to this godforsaken cesspool. 
 
    Hector Bosquez, his friend and former mentor at the DEA, should have been here by now. He’d left two hours ago to meet with a guy who knew a guy who supposedly had information regarding the whereabouts of Roberto Aranza. Rumor had it the drug lord was holed up in a compound in the mountains. But considering this stretch of the Sierra Madre extended for nearly a thousand kilometers, they needed something more specific before they set off after the asshole. 
 
    Wade rubbed one hand along the side of his face, the thick black stubble scratchy against his palm. The front door creaked open, and his gaze instinctively flicked up to the mirror behind the bar. But instead of his friend, a woman stepped inside, alone, which struck him as strange. With the high crime rate in the area, it was rare for women to travel unescorted. 
 
    Straightening in his seat, he sipped his beer and gave the woman a casual once-over. She was everything he never wanted in a woman: tall, slender, small-breasted, and blonde. Early to mid-thirties, if he had to guess. The manner in which she carried herself led him to believe she was American. Her brown pants and green blouse were streaked with dirt, her shoulder-length hair a tousled mess. The strap of a bulky black bag cut across her chest, accentuating her lack of cleavage. But her hazel eyes glinted with intelligence, and it made him wonder how a woman like her ended up in a place like this. 
 
    Not that it was any of his business. He was here for one reason only. And as soon as he killed Roberto Aranza, he was heading back to the States. Of course, that was if he survived. Considering his track record, the odds were fifty-fifty at best. 
 
    The blonde stood in the entryway, her face tight with determination as she looked about the room. Then she squared her shoulders, strode to the bar, and sat on the stool next to his. 
 
    Ignoring her, Wade kept one hand on his drink and shifted his focus to one of the televisions mounted on the wall. A soccer match was on—Mexico versus Uruguay, if he wasn’t mistaken—and when the team in green scored a goal, the cluster of men seated at a nearby table cheered. 
 
    Even now, he felt the weight of the woman’s stare but refused to acknowledge it. He hated it when people stared at him. It made him feel like a freak. Though, in all fairness, that was exactly what he was. He just didn’t appreciate the reminders. 
 
    “Excuse me, are you American?” The question came in softly spoken Spanish. Her voice carried a slight Southern accent. North Carolina, or maybe Virginia. 
 
    Fuck, she wanted to talk. To him. In a way, he supposed it made sense. He may be a freak, but he was the only gringo in the bar. Hell, the only gringo in town. It was the only possible explanation for why she’d chosen him, of all people. Usually, his size served as a deterrent, and if that didn’t work, the scars on his face did the trick. 
 
    Unfortunately, they hadn’t worked today. 
 
    Then again, the blonde was seated to his right. Perhaps she simply hadn’t seen them. He twisted his head toward her, making sure the entire left side of his face was in full view when he answered her question with a simple, “Yes.” 
 
    Her shoulders slumped on an audible exhale, her expression giving no indication that she’d noticed the cross-shaped scar that went from one side of his cheek to the other and from just below his eye to the edge of his beard. “Oh, thank God. Listen, my name is—” 
 
    “No,” he said with a subtle shake of his head. “This isn’t the kind of place where real names are used.” 
 
    Her pale eyebrows drew together. “Then what am I supposed to call you?” 
 
    He drained the last of his beer and set the empty glass on the bar. “I don’t give a shit. Use whatever floats your boat.” 
 
    “Okay, Tiny.” 
 
    He pegged her with his best hard look, and she didn’t so much as flinch. Feisty little thing, wasn’t she? Any other time, he might have found it amusing. But right now it just annoyed him. 
 
    Clearly, she wasn’t going anywhere until she said whatever was on her mind. Wade held two fingers up to the bartender, and the dark-skinned man in tan pants and red checkered shirt poured two shots of tequila. Wade slid one toward the woman. 
 
    She shook her head. “I don’t drink tequila.” 
 
    “You do now.” He tipped his head toward the shot glass. “People in bars who don’t drink attract attention. Is that what you want?” 
 
    Not waiting for a response, Wade downed his shot, and the burn of cheap tequila scorched a trail down his esophagus. Then he gave the woman an expectant look, and she stared down at the glass as though it contained strychnine. 
 
    With obvious dread, she picked up the glass, her nails short and ragged. After a brief hesitation, she tipped back the shot, her throat muscles moving as she swallowed the alcohol. 
 
    Eyes watering, she sputtered. “Oh, that’s disgusting.” 
 
    Yeah, it was an acquired taste, like raw oysters, black licorice, and conversations with total strangers. “It gets easier with repetition.” 
 
    She pushed the glass away. “I’ll take your word for it.” 
 
    The front door creaked open again, and this time two police officers stepped into the bar. One was thin, the other stocky. Both appeared to be in their early twenties, which wasn’t surprising considering the short shelf life of cops in this part of the country. They wore midnight-blue uniforms, with old school Berettas and collapsible batons tucked in their weapons belts. 
 
    At the sight of them, all conversation stopped; the only sound in the room came from the television. Neither officer spoke; they just looked around as though searching for someone in particular. The thin one looked to the bar, pointed at the blonde, and said, “Señora.” 
 
    The woman tried to act casual as she turned her head away from the policemen, but the pounding pulse at the base of her throat told a totally different story. 
 
    Wade stared at her for a second or two, annoyed with himself for not being able to read her better. He used to be pretty good at that shit, but the skill had dulled from disuse. “What kind of trouble are you in?” 
 
    “I’m not—I mean—” She blew out a breath. “It’s complicated.” 
 
    Wasn’t it always? “Did you kill anybody?” 
 
    “What? No.” 
 
    “Drugs?” 
 
    “No, of course not.” 
 
    “Señora.” It was the policeman again, a little louder and more insistent this time. When she didn’t answer, the pair started toward the bar. 
 
    Panic widened her eyes as the color drained from her face. He’d seen that look a thousand times before, mostly from people he was about to arrest. The classic cornered animal. 
 
    It wasn’t his business. 
 
    She wasn’t his problem. 
 
    Not to mention, getting involved could raise his profile and potentially fuck up his op. And yet…he couldn’t stand idly by and watch her get detained by the police. In this part of the country, nearly every level of law enforcement had been corrupted by organized crime. Bribes were common, and justice only came to those who could afford it. More likely than not, whoever had sicced the cops on her had deep pockets and a sinister motive. 
 
    It was times like these when Wade really hated being saddled with a conscience. 
 
    On a muttered curse, he drew a key from his pocket, set it on the bar, and slid it toward the blonde. In a lowered voice, he said, “On the count of three, hit me as hard as you can and haul ass for the rear exit. Once you’re out, hang a right. Fourth door down is mine. Lock yourself in and stay away from the window. If I’m not there in five, my partner will be back soon. Tell him I said starburst. One…” 
 
    “Wait, what’s your—” 
 
    “Two…” 
 
    Her lips flattened as she placed a hand over the key. Her fingers curled, and when she drew her hand back, the key was no longer on the bar. 
 
    He was taking a chance, a mighty big one. For all he knew, those cops weren’t dirty, and she’d just slaughtered a church full of nuns. It was a leap of faith, a rarity for him, but his gut demanded he take it. 
 
    “Three” had barely pushed past his lips when she clocked him square on the jaw. 
 
    Wade hadn’t expected a woman her size to pack that much of a punch. Sick as it sounded, he was impressed. His head snapped back, and for an instant stars filled his vision. He staggered backward, pretended to trip over something on the floor, and then slightly altered his trajectory to ensure he plowed right into the cops. 
 
    It took some doing, but he managed to drag both men down and land right on top of them. 
 
    “Aw, shit. Lo siento, man,” he slurred, but made no move to get up. Picking a fight with the police would buy him a night or two in jail. Probably get his ass beat too. But playing the role of dumb, drunk, but otherwise harmless American would earn him some scorn from the cops, maybe get him roughed up, but not much else. He shifted to the left, pinning them down with his bulk as he watched the woman scurry out the back. 
 
    The policemen cursed him in Spanish as they struggled to get out from under him, but two hundred thirty pounds of solid dead weight was a bitch and a half to move. 
 
    Satisfied she had enough of a head start, he rolled off the cops and onto the tile floor, his right hand landing in a puddle of something sticky. 
 
    “Fuck, where did she go?” Wade wiped his hand against his faded black jeans. 
 
    “Do you know that woman?” one of the policemen demanded in Spanish. 
 
    “Huh? No.” Wade switched into the country’s native language but continued to slur his words. “I was trying to get to know her, if you know what I mean, but she wasn’t being cooperative.” He rubbed his jaw. Christ, it still hurt. 
 
    The stocky officer cuffed the side of Wade’s head while muttering a few creative Spanish insults. Then the pair took off, rounding the bar and disappearing through the rear exit. 
 
    Wade waited until the police were long gone before he pushed up to his feet. A few men at the nearby table were gawking, but then Wade shot them a glare, and they shifted their attention back to the game on television. 
 
    Rubbing his jaw, he returned to the bar and ordered a beer. While he waited, questions swirled in his mind. Who was the woman? How did she end up here? And, most important, why were the police after her? 
 
    He paid the bartender and sipped his beer, but the crisp taste of the lager barely registered on his taste buds. He’d give Hector until he finished the drink. If he hadn’t shown up by then, Wade was going back to his room, and if the woman was there, he wanted answers. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    HOPE CHANDLER LOCKED the door behind her, her heart pounding like a drum, the beat thundering in her ears. 
 
    Safe, at least for now. Though the fact the police were searching for her didn’t bode well. It was her understanding that Beto had the local police in his pocket. If the cops took her into custody, they’d probably bring her straight back to his compound in the mountains. A shudder went through her at the thought of what fate awaited her there. 
 
    She flipped a switch on the wall by the door, and a single bare lightbulb hanging from the ceiling filled the room with light. The place was cramped and smelled faintly of mold, barely big enough to fit two cots, a folding metal chair, and a small card table with an old television—complete with bent rabbit ears—on top of it. Whether the television actually worked was anybody’s guess. She wasn’t in the mood to find out. 
 
    Two backpacks, one olive green and the other black, sat on the floor between the cots. A door to the left led to a tiny bathroom of questionable cleanliness. No curtains hung over the single barred window, just a tattered roll-down plastic shade that might have been white at some point. 
 
    Part of her couldn’t help but wonder what Tiny would want in return for his help. She had no money, nothing of value to trade aside from her medical bag, which she simply refused to part with. And she had no intention of bartering her body for favors. 
 
    In a nutshell, she was screwed, and not in a good way. 
 
    Perhaps he was just a nice guy who wouldn’t expect any kind of payment, though she doubted that was the case. In her experience, everybody wanted something; the trick was figuring out what it was and whether the cost was worth it. 
 
    Her heart leaped into her throat at the sound of voices outside. Two men, and they sounded an awful lot like the cops from the bar. Spanish wasn’t her strongest language, and she struggled to keep up with how quickly they spoke, but when she heard “la güera,” she knew they were talking about her. 
 
    Her gaze darted to the back of the room, hoping to find an exit that she’d somehow missed earlier. No such luck, of course. That would have been too convenient. She was trapped, with only one way out. Pulse racing, she searched for something to use as a weapon, but the only thing she saw was the television remote. 
 
    As the voices drew closer, her pulse pounded faster, until it got so loud it was a wonder they couldn’t hear it outside. There was nowhere to run. Nowhere to hide. From what she could tell, they were right by the door, and when the doorknob jiggled, she nearly let out a shriek. 
 
    Time slowed to a crawl as she stared at the door, her hands shaking, senses sharpening with the sudden surge of adrenaline. She slipped one hand into her medical bag and unzipped the small leather case that contained her surgical scalpels. 
 
    Without looking, she drew out the No. 10 blade, with its curved cutting edge. She’d used it in surgery so many times she knew which one it was by the feel of the handle. If given the choice, she’d rather not fight, but she would if she had to. One way or another, she was not going back to that compound. Because if she did, she was as good as dead. 
 
    But then the voices started to move away, growing fainter and fainter until she couldn’t hear them any longer. 
 
    Relief slumped her shoulders. Leaning back against the wall by the door, Hope closed her tired eyes and blew out a heavy exhale. Her whole body trembled and her skin was slicked with sweat, both perfectly normal physiological responses, given the situation. Eyes still closed, she concentrated on her erratic breathing until it finally slowed to normal. 
 
    Now that the excitement was over, a dizzying wave of fatigue crashed over her. Five days without a full night’s sleep had a way of wearing out a woman. The shot of tequila on an empty stomach wasn’t helping matters. While on the run, rest had come in small increments: a half hour here, fifteen minutes there. Whenever she’d felt safe enough to let her guard down, and that hadn’t occurred very often. 
 
    Food had been just as scarce. The supplies she’d brought had only lasted two days. After that, she ate what she scavenged in the rainforest. No meat—she would’ve had to build a fire for that—just greens, fruits, roots, and nuts that she’d deemed safe for human consumption. Thankfully, she hadn’t accidentally ingested anything poisonous, but she was looking forward to a real meal. With real silverware. Maybe a cup with a straw—or better yet, a cold, fruity drink with one of those tiny colorful umbrellas. 
 
    But before any of that could happen, she needed to set foot on American soil. And that wasn’t going to happen until she figured a way out of…wherever the hell she was. She never had the opportunity to ask. She needed to reach an American consulate or embassy, where she hoped to obtain a new passport and book passage to the United States. 
 
    Maybe Tiny could help her with that. Then again, maybe not. She didn’t know him from Adam, didn’t think she could trust him, and she’d rather not push her luck. 
 
    The sound of approaching footsteps made her heart rate spike all over again. The steps drew closer, closer, and then came to a stop, and she backed away from the door when the knob jiggled again. Her fingers tightened around the scalpel handle, just in case whoever was on the other side of the door meant to do her harm. 
 
    “Open the goddamn door,” a voice said, and she recognized it as belonging to Tiny. 
 
    After a brief hesitation, she opened the door, and there he stood, looking tall, dark, dangerous, and more than a little pissed off. 
 
    He was a mountain of a man, well over six feet, and she couldn’t help but notice the way his black jeans pulled across his heavy thighs. Slowly, her gaze drifted up, past the hard muscles beneath his shirt, his broad shoulders and thick neck. Dark whiskers framed his strong, square jaw. His short black hair was unkempt. He wasn’t handsome in a classical sense, but he had strong features and a rugged quality that she might have found attractive under different circumstances. 
 
    But it was the scar on the left side of his face that captured her attention. She’d noticed it at the bar but hadn’t given it much thought with everything else going on. Shaped like a cross, the scar puckered in several places, making one corner of his mouth curve up slightly. She wondered what had happened to cause such a terrible injury, but she knew better than to ask. 
 
    Menace hung in the air around him. He closed the door, locked it, and a sliver of fear snaked down her spine. 
 
    “Why are the police after you?” The question sounded more like a command, a low, rough rumble that seemed to originate from deep inside his chest. 
 
    Hope slipped the scalpel into her back pocket, no longer in sight but easy to access if she needed it. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Strike one.” Irritation pinched the corners of his moss-green eyes. “Try again.” 
 
    She tried—and failed—to think of a way to condense her situation into a few brief sentences. It didn’t help that she didn’t know whether she could trust him. For all she knew, the cops weren’t the only ones on Beto’s payroll. “Like I said before, it’s complicated.” 
 
    “Strike two.” He reached behind him and gripped the doorknob. “Lady, I don’t have time for this shit. Either tell me what the hell’s going on, or get the fuck out of my life.” 
 
    Hope swallowed hard against the lump in her throat. She’d never been the trusting type, not even when she was a kid, and all of her instincts railed against the notion of trusting this man. But considering her only other alternative was to take her chances with the local police, the decision was relatively simple. 
 
    “I’m an American.” 
 
    “No shit.” 
 
    Temper narrowed her eyes. Of course he was going to be an asshole about this. Being nice would have been too easy. “Are you going to let me tell you what’s going on, or do you intend to interrupt me every five seconds?” 
 
    Her anger seemed to amuse him, which made her even angrier. He leaned against the door and crossed his feet at the ankles, effectively blocking her sole means of escape. His mouth curved up in the mockery of a smile, the action making the lower portion of his facial scar twist. “Be my guest.” 
 
    She paused a moment to collect her thoughts, unsure how much she should tell him. In the end, she decided to go with the basic facts. If he wanted more details, he could ask. 
 
    “I was kidnapped by a group of armed men while working with a medical aid organization in Guatemala. They took me…” She paused, and then threw her hands up in the air. “Christ, I don’t even know where I am. Where am I?” 
 
    “Mexico.” 
 
    “Oh. Thanks.” A vague answer, given the size of the country, but it was more than she knew a minute ago. “Anyway, their leader wanted me to provide medical care to a sick woman, which I did. At least, I did until she died. Unfortunately, there was only so much I could do. She was in bad shape when I got there. It took me a while, but I managed to escape and, well, here I am.” 
 
    Tiny stared at her, his arms folded over his muscular chest, his face impossible to read. “That’s an entertaining story. Too bad it reeks of bullshit.” 
 
    “It’s not bullshit. I was trapped up there for—what’s the date?” 
 
    “February sixteenth.” 
 
    Her heart stuttered. “Oh, my God. I knew I’d lost track of time. I didn’t realize how much.” Her uncle must be worried sick. Even when she’d been stationed overseas with the Army, she’d never gone more than a few weeks without calling him. “That means I was up there for almost five months.” 
 
    “Taking care of a sick woman.” Disbelief ran thick in his voice. 
 
    “It was his mother. She had cancer. He expected me to cure her. But it was too late for that; her condition was too far advanced.” Not to mention, she was a surgeon, not an oncologist. Curing cancer wasn’t her specialty. But even if that had been her field of expertise, she hadn’t had access to any of the latest medical technology. It was like asking a plumber to re-wire a house with nothing but a screwdriver and a spool of rusty wire. “The most I could do was slow the progress and make her as comfortable as possible.” 
 
    “And you just strolled out of there after she died.” 
 
    “No, I escaped before anyone realized she was dead. I’m not stupid. I watched the guards for months and learned their habits and routines. When I found a weakness, I took advantage of it, but not until after my patient was deceased.” 
 
    He cocked his head a little to the right, and she could practically hear the gears grinding in his head. “This man who kidnapped you, he got a name?” 
 
    “Beto. That’s what his mother called him. Everybody else called him El Señor. I never got a last name. And no, I never asked. I learned early on that asking questions could be hazardous to my health.” 
 
    Giving a less-than-stellar medical prognosis hadn’t been good for her health, either. And sarcasm…yeah, definitely not good. She’d learned that lesson the hard way. Most of the time, she’d kept her big mouth shut and her eyes wide open, waiting for the opportunity to escape. 
 
    Jaw clenched, Tiny stared at her for a few long, uncomfortable moments. His eyes seemed to bore right through her. “Describe Beto.” 
 
    Hope closed her eyes and pictured her captor in her mind. “Hispanic male, mid to late-forties, short dark-brown hair, brown eyes…about my height, maybe an inch or two taller. He wasn’t fat, but he was soft, like he used to exercise or do physical labor but hadn’t in a long time.” 
 
    “Any scars or distinguishing features?” 
 
    “Uh…none that I saw. No visible tattoos or piercings. He walks with a slight limp that gets more pronounced when his minions aren’t lurking around. Oh, and the distal phalanx of his left ring finger is missing.” 
 
    A pair of lines appeared between his dark eyebrows. “Distal phalanx?” 
 
    Oops. In all the excitement, she forgot to translate that part from doctor to English. It was something she normally did when talking with patients or members of their families to make it easier for them to understand complex medical situations. She held up her hand to show him what she meant. “It’s the last joint of the finger, where the nail is.” 
 
    That got his attention. His gaze sharpened, nostrils flared, like a wolf that had just caught the scent of an unfortunate rabbit. “All right, I’ll take you to the American consulate. After you take me to Beto.” 
 
    Her heart dropped down to the brown tile floor. “Are you nuts? I’m not going back there.” 
 
    “Then you’re on your own. Good luck.” He turned to open the door. 
 
    “No, wait! I—” Panic shot more adrenaline into her system as she struggled to keep the tremor from her voice. “If I go back, he’ll kill me.” 
 
    “I won’t let that happen.” 
 
    “Oh, really?” She didn’t bother masking her skepticism. “Do you have any idea who you’re dealing with?” 
 
    “As a matter of fact, I do.” The muscle along his jaw flexed. “Roberto Aranza, age forty-seven. Born in La Tuna, Mexico and raised by a poor farming family. At the age of twelve, he quit school and started to work for the local cartel. By twenty-three, he was running it. Now he’s one of the most powerful drug traffickers in the world. Directly and indirectly, he’s responsible for the deaths of thousands, including my partner. I’m going to kill him.” 
 
    Hope scoffed. “You and what army?” 
 
    “That’s none of your concern. All you have to do is show me what rock he’s hiding under.” 
 
    The thought of going back to that compound had her close to breaking out in hives. “I can give you directions. Draw you a map.” 
 
    “Not good enough.” 
 
    She glared up at him. Christ, he was tall. Not that she’d let his sheer size intimidate her. She’d dealt with assholes like him for most of her career and knew better than to show fear. His kind could smell it like an animal. 
 
    Still, she was smart enough to realize she wasn’t negotiating from a position of power. Like it or not, he held all the cards. If she wanted his help, she’d have to give him what he wanted and pray he was the kind of man who kept his word. 
 
    “If I lead you to the compound—and I’m not saying I will—do I have your word that you’ll take me to the nearest consulate? Before the killing starts?” 
 
    The corners of his mouth curved up into something too fierce to count as a smile. “Yes, before the killing starts.” 
 
    “All right, in that case, you have a deal.” Steeling her nerves, she extended her right hand. It was crazy—she had no reason to believe he’d uphold his end of the bargain, but what other choice did she have? She had no ID, no phone, no maps, and no money. She was being hunted by a drug lord who apparently had the local police on his payroll, and she was vulnerable traveling alone. This was her best, and possibly her only, shot at getting home in one piece. 
 
    After a brief hesitation, his much larger hand engulfed hers. The instant their palms met, a hot jolt of awareness shot up her arm and bounced around her chest. He must have experienced a similar sensation, because he dropped her hand and shoved his into his pants pocket. 
 
    She blew out a breath and forced a smile that probably looked as shaky as she felt inside. “By the way, my name is Hope.” 
 
    He arched a brow. “Doctor Hope?” 
 
    “Doctor Hope Chandler.” 
 
    He made a low noise. “Wade Flint.” 
 
    A knock on the door had her jumping again. Two knocks, a pause, and then two more knocks. 
 
    Wade must have noticed her unease. “Relax, that’s my partner.” 
 
    “I thought you said Beto killed your partner.” 
 
    His green eyes grew dark and hollow. “Different partner.” 
 
    The door opened, and a middle-aged Hispanic man stepped inside. He was leanly built and tall, though not as tall as Tiny, with gray peppering his short brown hair and fine lines creasing his angular face. A thin, straight scar marked his forehead just below his hairline. Wire-rimmed glasses perched on the bridge of his nose, while a thin silver chain circled his neck. He wore cargo pants, hiking boots, and a plaid button-down shirt over a plain white tee. 
 
    One look at Hope, and his eyebrows scrunched together. 
 
    “Quien es ella?” the man asked Wade. 
 
    “Hector, this is Hope Chandler,” Wade replied in English. “She claims to know the whereabouts of Aranza’s compound and has agreed to serve as our guide.” 
 
    “Is that so?” A note of doubt, along with a hint of Texas twang, threaded Hector’s voice. 
 
    “I’d rather not,” Hope explained, her voice taut with tension. “But it was the only way I could get Tiny to agree to take me to the American consulate.” 
 
    “Tiny?” Hector’s mouth twitched. 
 
    Wade glared darts at her. “Long story. If we stock up on provisions tonight, we can leave first thing in the morning.” 
 
    Hope’s nerves skittered at the prospect of spending the night locked in a room with two strange men. Being in the rainforest probably wasn’t much better, but at least she’d have some freedom of movement, along with the ability to escape if either of them tried anything funny. She didn’t like thinking about people that way, but after everything she’d been through, it was becoming second nature. 
 
    The expression on his partner’s face made it abundantly clear that he wasn’t thrilled with this plan either. His gaze flicked from Wade to Hope and then back to Wade again. “Can I speak with you in private?” 
 
    No way was she going outside so they could talk, not with the cops searching for her. She hitched her thumb toward the open door to her right. “I’ll, uh…I’ll go use the bathroom. Is that private enough for you?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. Appreciate it.” Hector gave a cordial smile, but she could practically feel the tension radiating off him. 
 
    Hope crossed to the bathroom and flicked on the light, doing her best to ignore the huge spider crawling across the peeling floral wallpaper above the rust-stained toilet. To her right was a shower stall barely big enough for an average-sized adult. A faded green towel hung over the rack, right above the toilet paper roll holder. 
 
    As she closed the door, she wondered whether the walls were flimsy enough for her to eavesdrop on their conversation. She hoped so. Her life depended on Hector going along with Wade’s plan, and she wanted to know as soon as possible if she was about to be thrown to the wolves. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    AS SOON AS the bathroom door clicked shut, Hector rounded on Wade and hissed in a low voice, “Dude, what the hell?” 
 
    It was the reaction Wade had expected from his longtime friend and former mentor. He’d known that Hector wouldn’t be thrilled with the prospect of using Hope as a guide. Back in the day, he would have agreed, but desperate times called for desperate measures. 
 
    “I met her at the bar while I was waiting for you. Long story short, she claims to be a doctor who was abducted by Aranza and forced to provide medical care for his dying mother. When the mother kicked over, she escaped from the compound and eventually made it to town.” 
 
    The lines between Hector’s eyebrows deepened. “You just met her. In a bar. And she happens to know where to find Roberto Aranza. That doesn’t sound the least bit suspicious to you?” 
 
    “Sure it does. But I—” 
 
    “Do you honestly think you can trust her?” 
 
    “Hell no, but she’s the only lead we’ve got.” As a general rule, the only people Wade trusted were his immediate family and Hector. Everybody else, and that definitely included one Dr. Hope Chandler, was in the trust-them-as-far-as-he-could-throw-them category. He’d take what she gave with a grain of salt until she proved herself worthy, or until better intelligence came along. Speaking of which… “Did your guy come through?” 
 
    “No, the asshole never showed up and now he’s not answering my calls. Good thing I didn’t pay him in advance or I’d really be pissed.” Hector’s shoulders slumped on a sigh as he cast a backward glance at the closed bathroom door. “I don’t like this, Wade. It’s way too convenient. For all we know, she could be a dangle.” 
 
    Wade shook his head, though the possibility of Hope being bait for a trap had entered his mind on more than one occasion. “That’s not Aranza’s style. He doesn’t have the patience to set up something like this. If he knew we were here, he would have come at us by now.” 
 
    Whether it was rival cartels, embezzling accountants, or a DEA agent working undercover in conjunction with Mexican law enforcement, Roberto Aranza had never been shy about raining fire on anyone he considered a threat to him or his empire. If he so much as suspected that Wade was on his turf, he’d spare no expense to finish what he’d started in that warehouse in Guadalajara four years ago. 
 
    Hector’s lips pressed into a thin, grim line. He reached into his pants pocket for a half-eaten roll of antacids and popped one into his mouth. He’d always been big on following procedure, which meant every single thing about this op was making him twitchy as hell. Not to mention, if the DEA caught wind of their unsanctioned hunt for the Mexican drug lord, he’d be out of a job and possibly up on charges. “I still don’t like it. Even if she’s legit, she’s a civilian—an American civilian. It’s not right to drag her into this.” 
 
    “If you’ve got a better idea, I’m open to suggestion.” Truth be told, Wade wasn’t crazy about it either, but they were rapidly running out of options. Hector’s leave of absence was set to end in less than two weeks. If they didn’t locate Aranza soon, they’d have no choice but to abandon their efforts and return to the States until another credible lead surfaced. 
 
    Wade didn’t want to wait. He wanted the bastard now. And maybe once Aranza was six feet under, his nightmares would finally relent. 
 
    Hector paced the length of the tiny room like a panther trapped in a cage. “Can’t she just draw us a map?” 
 
    “Would you trust any map she made?” 
 
    Wade knew he was asking a lot from Hector, and part of him felt guilty about putting his friend in this kind of predicament. The breach in protocols was no longer an issue for Wade, but it still mattered to a career-minded agent like Hector Bosquez. 
 
    Unfortunately, a man like Aranza didn’t play by the rules, and if they wanted to bring the criminal to justice, they’d have no choice but to break a rule or ten. 
 
    Silence chilled the air between them. Hector stared at Wade for the longest time, looking torn, angry. Resigned. He dragged a hand through his hair. When they’d left the States, it was short and spiky, but now it had grown out enough that the strands no longer stood on end. 
 
    “All right, fine. You win. But if we use her, it’s strictly in the capacity of a guide. As soon as she leads us to the compound, we’re taking her straight to the consulate. We don’t do a damn thing—no surveillance, no intelligence gathering, and we sure as hell don’t try to take Aranza down—until she’s out of the line of fire.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” Those were easy conditions to agree to. Wade didn’t want Hope anywhere near that compound once the killing started. If given the choice, he wouldn’t have Hector there either, but he needed somebody he trusted to watch his six. As it was, he already had more blood on his hands than he’d ever be able to scrub clean. He didn’t need any more. 
 
    Hector popped another antacid into his mouth. “All right, how do you want to do this?” 
 
    Personally, he’d rather leave right away, but they only had a few more hours of daylight and it made sense to start fresh first thing in the morning. It would give them time to stock up on provisions, and make sure they had everything they needed for an extended hike in the great outdoors. Plus, it would be easier to sneak Hope out of town without being spotted by the police. 
 
    Wade cast a glance at the closed bathroom door. He’d caught that flash of fear on her face at the mention of staying in town overnight. Honestly, he didn’t blame her. There was no way for her to know for sure that they wouldn’t abuse her—or worse. 
 
    “She can crash on my bunk—” The rest of Wade’s sentence was cut off by a knock at the door. 
 
    “Police. Open up,” a man’s voice commanded in heavily accented Spanish. 
 
    Hector looked to the door, then to Wade. “Any idea what they want?” 
 
    Wade gestured with his head toward the bathroom. “If it’s the pair from the bar, they’ll probably respond more favorably to you.” 
 
    The pair of lines between Hector’s eyebrows returned. At the rate he was going, they’d become a permanent fixture. “Do I want to know why?” 
 
    Wade lifted and lowered one shoulder. “Nothing illegal. They were after the woman. I ran interference as the Drunk American to give her time to slip out the back.” 
 
    The knock turned into a pound that shook the door. “Police! Open!” 
 
    Hector pinched the bridge of his nose and muttered under his breath. “All right, go into the bathroom while I deal with the cops. If they ask about you, I’ll tell them you got sick from drinking too much.” 
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    Hope stood in the bathroom, one ear pressed to the door, while she kept a wary eye on the spider on the wall. She normally wasn’t such a wuss about critters, but the sucker was almost big enough to double for one of those face-hugger creatures in the Alien movies. Luckily, it was crawling away from her and toward the shower stall. 
 
    The men had lowered their voices, making it difficult for her to eavesdrop. From what she could tell by the tone of their conversation, Hector wasn’t thrilled with the idea of using her as a guide. Hell, she wasn’t thrilled with it either, but what would happen to her if Hector torpedoed her arrangement with Wade? 
 
    Her thoughts were disrupted by a loud knocking sound. Moments later, she heard approaching footsteps, and she jumped back from the door as it swung open toward her. 
 
    Guilt must have been written all over her face, because Wade pegged her with a hard look. “What were you doing?” 
 
    For an instant, she considered acting innocent, but what was the frigging point? She was a lousy liar, and he’d probably see right through it anyway. Besides, she hadn’t done anything wrong. “I was trying to hear your conversation.” 
 
    The answer didn’t seem to faze him one bit. “Any luck?” 
 
    “Not really. That door’s a lot thicker than it looks.” Her pulse jumped when he stepped through the doorway. “What the hell are you doing?” 
 
    Wade raised one finger to his lips to signal for her to be quiet. He stepped farther into the bathroom, crowding her personal space and giving her no choice but to move back. “Cops are at the door. How much you want to bet they’re here for you?” 
 
    Panic slammed her heart against her ribs, and she tried her damnedest not to let it show on her face. “That still doesn’t explain why you’re in here.” 
 
    “If the drunken American is puking in the bathroom, they might not think to look for you here.” 
 
    She supposed that made sense, but hiding from the cops in a small, dank bathroom with Mr. Tall, Dark, and Surly wasn’t her idea of a good time. 
 
    The door closed with a soft click, and Hope squeezed against the sink to accommodate Wade’s much larger body. She couldn’t even begin to imagine how a man his size fit into that tiny shower. It had to look utterly ridiculous. For an instant, she pictured him in there, soapy and naked, and a flush of heat flooded her body. 
 
    “What are you doing?” he mouthed. 
 
    “I’m giving you room,” she whispered. 
 
    He let out a low huff of amusement. “Relax, I won’t bite.” 
 
    She wasn’t so sure about that. 
 
    It was hard to hear over the pounding of her heart, and she strained to listen to what was happening outside the bathroom. She could make out Hector’s voice, and that of who she assumed were the two policemen, but their words were too muffled and the Spanish was spoken too quickly for her to piece together their entire conversation. 
 
    Wade didn’t seem stressed in the least. He stood by the door with his back to the wall, his arms folded across his broad chest and his expression void of emotion. Every now and again, his gaze flicked to her, not friendly or judging, more like he were checking to see whether she was about to hyperventilate. 
 
    She gave what she hoped was an assuring smile, and he shifted his gaze away. 
 
    Yes, she was worried, but thanks to her Army training, she hadn’t ventured into freak-out territory. She hadn’t freaked when armed men invaded the village where she’d been working to provide medical aid to the poor. Hadn’t freaked when they shot the other doctor. Hell, she hadn’t even freaked when they bound her wrists, put a sack over her head, and dragged her off to the compound. If she could handle all that, being stuck in tight quarters with Tiny was a piece of cake. 
 
    And yet…she darted a quick glance at him. If it struck his fancy, he could damn well do whatever he wanted to her. He was bigger, stronger, and he seemed like the type who could handle himself in a fight. But her instincts insisted she was safe with this man. She couldn’t explain it; something about him just made her feel secure. It was why she’d chosen to approach him at the bar. 
 
    Outside the bathroom, the conversation continued, and her breath caught when she heard one of the policemen ask something that sounded an awful lot like, “Who’s in there?” 
 
    “Oh, that’s just my friend,” Hector replied, his voice a little louder. “He drank too much at the bar and got sick.” 
 
    “The big, dumb American?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s him.” 
 
    One of the cops spoke, and the other one snickered, but the words came out too fast for Hope to translate. Whatever they said must have been insulting to Wade, because his mouth pulled down into a frown. 
 
    A brisk knock on the bathroom door had her nearly jumping out of her beat-up tennis shoes. 
 
    “Open the door,” one of the cops commanded. 
 
    Wade raised a finger to his lips once again. Then he made a guttural sound and slurred, “Uno momento, man.” 
 
    He flushed the toilet, turned on the sink faucet, and then motioned for her to step into the shower stall. Normally, she wouldn’t have a problem with that, but the spider was crawling across the tiles, and she wasn’t thrilled with the idea of getting up close and personal with it. 
 
    Biting back her aversion, she stepped into the stall, the spider a foot or so from her head, and Wade closed the curtain to conceal her presence. 
 
    Seconds later, she heard the bathroom door open, and then Wade said, “Oh, hey, I remember you.” His tone and demeanor had totally changed, from surly to drunken surfer dude. 
 
    What came next was a barrage of rapid-fire Spanish from the cops, Hector, and Wade. From what she could hear, Wade was slurring up a storm, a convincing impression of a sloppy-drunk frat boy, while Hector acted like the disgusted adult and the cops grilled Wade about “la güera.” 
 
    Meanwhile, the spider crept along the tiles near the corner of the shower, making it increasingly difficult for Hope to avoid it. It was totally irrational, especially after everything she’d been through. The thing was a minute fraction of her size, but she couldn’t shake her sense of revulsion. Or the urge to knock it off the wall and crush it with her shoe. But what if she missed and it crawled up her leg? Just thinking about it sent a shiver down her spine and stopped her from doing anything stupid. 
 
    In the main room, the voices got louder. Then she heard a series of thumps, a crash, and Hector cursing up a storm. 
 
    And then everything went quiet. Was Wade okay? How about Hector? Not knowing the answers gnawed on her nerves, and she barely resisted the urge to peek around the curtain. 
 
    Moments later, the bathroom door swung open and Wade said, “It’s safe. You can come out now.” 
 
    She let out a breath of relief. Eager to put space between her and the spider, Hope whipped back the curtain, stepped out of the stall, and hightailed it out of the bathroom. 
 
    It looked as though a tornado had ripped through the main room. The chair and table were knocked over, the television smashed, while both of the cots were overturned, the thin mattress pads a foot or two away. The cops were sprawled out on the floor, alive but unconscious. Wade stood by the window, his hands on his hips, seeming rather pleased with himself. 
 
    Hector, on the other hand, looked as if he might throw up. “Was that really necessary?” 
 
    “They wanted to go into the bathroom,” Wade replied, a hint of irritation in his voice. “I didn’t see you springing forward with a better idea to stop them.” 
 
    “Great. That’s just fucking great.” Hector’s hands gestured wildly as he spoke, while the vein on his temple looked ready to burst. “Mexican prisons suck, you know that, right? Do you have any idea how much time you could serve for two counts of battery against a law enforcement officer?” 
 
    “No, and we’re not hanging around to find out.” Wade crossed the room, unzipped one of the backpacks, pulled out a thick, silver roll of duct tape, and tossed it to Hope. “Tie them up, and be quick about it; we’re leaving in five.” 
 
    “But it’ll be dark in a few hours.” That didn’t give them a whole lot of time before they’d have to stop for the night. 
 
    “What’s your point?” He smirked. “Don’t tell me you’re afraid of the dark.” 
 
    “Of course not.” That wasn’t a lie, but it wasn’t the whole truth either. Under normal conditions, she wasn’t afraid of the dark, but she had been scared to death out there all alone, especially at night when she couldn’t see more than a foot or two in front of her face. Not that she’d ever admit that to him. He’d probably laugh at her. 
 
    “Then we need to move.” Wade crossed to one of the mattress pads, unzipped it, and pulled out a shotgun. He clipped a black nylon strap to the gun and slung it over his shoulder. “You don’t want to be around when these guys wake up.” 
 
    Well, he had a point there. Spending time in a Mexican prison sounded almost as bad as going back to the compound. She crouched beside one of the policemen, checked his vitals to make sure he wasn’t more than unconscious, and then bound his wrists and ankles with the tape. For good measure, she placed a strip over his mouth to prevent him from calling for help. 
 
    “If you want,” Hector said, “I can run to the store for supplies while you two finish up here.” 
 
    “Good idea.” Wade looked to Hope. “How many days did it take you to get here from the compound?” 
 
    “About five, but we might be able to make it in four now that I know the way.” 
 
    Wade shifted his gaze back to Hector. “Let’s go with ten days’ rations for three people, water purification tablets, and sunscreen. Oh, and insect repellent. Maybe some ponchos in case it rains.” 
 
    “I’ll see what they have. Think we need more ammo?” 
 
    “No, we should have enough. Any more would just weigh us down. We can restock after we bring her to the consulate.” 
 
    Well, at least that meant he intended to keep his end of the bargain. Then again, he might have just said that for her benefit. Either way, she didn’t have much choice at this point but to follow through with their arrangement. 
 
    With a soft click, the door closed behind Hector, and an awkward silence filled the room. 
 
    Hope went back to work, staying focused on her task, probably using too much tape on the cops but she figured it was better than having them escape before they were safely out of town. That probably meant she was an accessory to battery and false imprisonment, and for a moment she wondered if Mexican prison uniforms were orange, and how she’d look in one. 
 
    All the while, she could feel Wade’s gaze boring into her, and she resisted the urge to glance up until she was finished with the second cop. She tore the tape, checked the cops’ vitals one more time, and then brought the roll over to Wade. 
 
    With a grunt, he stuffed the tape into his pack and yanked the zipper closed. Then he tipped his head up, his gaze locked on her, and it was all she could do not to squirm. “Hector doesn’t trust you. He thinks this might be a setup. Is he right?” 
 
    A sliver of fear chilled her blood. “What? No, of course not.” 
 
    “That’s good. I’ve never harmed a woman before. But if I learn you’re working for Aranza…” 
 
    He didn’t finish the sentence. Didn’t need to. The cold, steely glint in his eyes told her more than she needed to know. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    The insect repellant seemed to act more like a marinade, and after a day in the sweltering jungle, Wade’s face, neck, and hands were dotted with bites. 
 
    He swatted at yet another insect and grimaced at the smear of blood left behind on his hand. As far as the bugs were concerned, he and Hector were an all-you-can-eat buffet. Fortunately, he’d had enough sense to wear pants and a long-sleeve shirt, though they made him sweat like a pig, or his legs and arms would be just as bitten up. 
 
    For some reason, the bugs didn’t seem to be nearly as interested in Hope. She only had a few noticeable marks on her exposed forearms and face. Maybe she’d won the mosquito lottery, or her body didn’t emit the chemical compounds that the insects found irresistible. 
 
    Or maybe, just maybe, it was because of the ice in her veins. 
 
    She’d barely spoken since they left town, only giving one- or two-word responses to anything he or Hector said. To be fair, he understood her resentment. If their positions were reversed, he’d feel the same way. 
 
    But that wasn’t his problem; he didn’t have room in his life for understanding. He was here for a purpose, and come hell or high water, he wasn’t going back to the States until Aranza was brought to justice. Or fitted for a casket. Either option was fine by him. 
 
    He tossed a glance over his shoulder to Hector, who brought up the rear. Sweat beaded the older man’s brow; his face was flushed from exertion, while his cargo pants and T-shirt were shellacked to his skin. He’d been on the quiet side as well, though that might have been because he wasn’t accustomed to this much physical exertion. 
 
    As Wade turned his head forward, he almost plowed into Hope, who’d stopped dead in her tracks, her brows drawn down in a frown. 
 
    In an instant, his senses went on full alert, while his right hand reached for the stock of his shotgun. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Nothing. I’m just trying to find something that looks familiar.” 
 
    Aw, shit. “You’re lost?” 
 
    He’d had a bad feeling that something like this would happen ever since the trail they’d been hiking on narrowed to a dirt line, and then disappeared entirely. There was nothing but green as far as the eye could see. Tall, thick trees stretched up toward the sky, their canopy blocking out most of the sun, while dense underbrush made travel a slow-going affair. Overhead, birds chattered away, unbothered by the humans below. 
 
    Hope shrugged as she fiddled with the strap of her bag. “No, not exactly.” 
 
    Just his luck—or maybe was it karma? No, he didn’t believe in that shit—to get lost in the middle of nowhere with the guide he’d blackmailed into leading them to the compound. If his brother, Nate, were here to see this, he’d laugh his fucking ass off. “Either you’re lost or you’re not. Which is it?” 
 
    Irritation flashed in Hope’s hazel eyes as she cocked one hand on her hip. “For the record, I’m a doctor, not a damn tour guide. Since I never intended to come back to this godforsaken place, I didn’t bother keeping notes. So excuse the hell out of me for not memorizing every branch and bush that I passed while running for my life.” 
 
    She had fire, he’d give her that. Not many people had the guts to get in his face, especially a woman. Another time, he might have appreciated the trait, but right now he wasn’t in the mood for this shit. They only had a few more hours before the sun started to set, and this break wasn’t part of the plan. 
 
    Wade threw her a pointed look. “Is it that time of the month?” 
 
    Yeah, he knew it was a dick thing to say. If he’d pulled that shit on his sister, Larissa, she probably would have smacked him upside the head and then forced him to listen to a chronicle of her monthly menace in excruciating detail. But for some strange reason, he couldn’t resist pushing Hope’s buttons. 
 
    As expected, anger narrowed her eyes. Steam practically poured from her ears. “Keep it up, asshole, and you’ll be the one waking up in a pool of blood.” 
 
    “All right, that’s enough.” Hector inserted himself between them and shot Wade a warning glare. “Now let’s all just step back, take a deep breath, and give Hope a little room to think.” He unscrewed his canteen and offered it to her. “Thirsty?” 
 
    “Yes, thank you.” Hope took a long drink, and Wade watched her throat muscles move each time she swallowed. As she screwed the cap on, she surveyed the area, her face taut with concentration. At last, she pointed to the right. “I think it’s this way.” 
 
    “You think or you know?” The last thing Wade wanted was to get hopelessly lost because their guide took a shot in the dark. If that were the case, he’d rather abandon the op and live to see another day. 
 
    She threw him some world-class shade. “I think. That tree over there seems familiar, but considering I might have only seen it once, I can’t say with one hundred percent certainty. If you want something more definitive, then you should have hired a local to guide you.” 
 
    In a perfect world, he would have done just that. Unfortunately, the locals viewed Roberto Aranza as some sort of Mexican Robin Hood. The drug lord had paid for the construction of the town’s only church, and he was rumored to be the source of funding behind the recently built school and soccer field. 
 
    Those acts of goodwill had gone a long way with the people who lived in the impoverished area. They didn’t see him as a ruthless criminal who’d killed more people than Freddy Krueger. Instead, they saw a generous benefactor, and they went out of their way to overlook his dark deeds. 
 
    Wade made a mocking, sweeping motion in the direction Hope had indicated. “Lead the way.” 
 
    Her expression said drop dead, asshole, but she didn’t utter a word. With a huff, she trudged off into the thigh-high vegetation, swatting brush and branches out of her way, and he couldn’t help but notice how her slim-fitting pants hugged the contours of her backside. 
 
    Hector fell in line with Wade’s strides and lowered his voice to avoid being overheard. “Would it kill you to be nice? She’s our only lead, for Christ’s sake.” 
 
    “I’m well aware of that.” Determined to avoid stepping on anything poisonous, Wade kept his focus on the path Hope had created. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were sweet on her.” 
 
    Hector let out a snort as he slapped at the side of his neck. “The view’s nice, but she’s too young for me. I’m just trying to keep this operation afloat. For someone who wants Aranza so badly, you’re doing everything you can to fuck this up.” 
 
    Before Wade could respond, Hector broke into a jog to catch up with Hope, leaving Wade to stew in his thoughts. 
 
    The last thing he wanted was to jeopardize the mission. It was the very first thought to enter his mind in the morning and the last before he went to sleep. Well, the second to last before sleep. Then again, Carmen was his reason for the mission, so he supposed they were one and the same. 
 
    Up ahead, Hector tilted his head toward Hope and said something too low for Wade to hear. She let out a low, husky laugh, the first he’d ever heard from her. It stirred things inside him that he couldn’t define and didn’t want to examine too closely. 
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    Hindsight being twenty-twenty, Hope should have taken her chances with the cops. 
 
    Normally, she didn’t let remarks like that bother her, but she was exhausted, sweaty, dirty, her feet hurt, her back was stiff, and the spot on her neck where something had bitten her was starting to itch like crazy. She wasn’t in the mood for Wade acting like a jerk and making a bad situation worse. 
 
    Still stewing, she stomped through the thick underbrush that scratched against her legs. Spanish moss dangled from low-hanging branches, and Hope tried not to think about what might be slithering on the ground by her feet. 
 
    She refused to acknowledge the sound of approaching footsteps. She didn’t care which one of them it was. As far as she was concerned, they were both assholes—though, for what it was worth, she’d reached the conclusion that they had no intention of hurting her. It was the only reason she hadn’t tried to ditch them in the middle of the night. She’d keep her end of the bargain, and then they damn well better take her straight to the American consulate like they’d promised. 
 
    After that, good-bye and good riddance. 
 
    Whoever it was, he didn’t say anything, just fell in line beside her and matched her stride for stride. Eventually, curiosity got the better of her, and she slid a quick peek to her left and saw it was Hector. 
 
    He slapped the side of his neck and grimaced. “I’m curious. How come the bugs aren’t eating you alive?” 
 
    “Eucalyptus oil. I dab a little on my skin every few hours. It’s not a hundred percent effective, but I’ll take what I can get.” And no, she wasn’t sharing. As it was, she’d probably run out long before they made it back to civilization. 
 
    She slanted another glance at him. Poor guy. The bugs were having a field day with him. Too bad she was out of hydrocortisone. “You didn’t bring insect repellent?” 
 
    “I’ve got some spray in my pack, but it only seems to encourage them.” 
 
    She laughed, and then realized it had been months since she’d had anything to laugh about. 
 
    Hector unsheathed his machete and hacked a low-hanging branch so she could pass without ducking. “Look, I know he’s rough around the edges, but try not to let him bother you.” 
 
    Hope scoffed. “I’ve dealt with his type my entire career.” 
 
    Guys like Wade were a dime a dozen in the military, where she’d served as an Army surgeon for eight years. Over the course of her service, she’d treated enough testosterone junkies to last her a lifetime. Pararescue jumpers. Explosive ordinance disposal techs. Special Ops were some of the worst. Many of them disliked being treated by a female doctor and weren’t shy about expressing those opinions. 
 
    But even if they intimidated her, she’d quickly learned not to show it. The second you did, it was all over, and they ran roughshod over you. 
 
    “He wasn’t always like this,” Hector said. 
 
    “Like what, an asshole?” She paused for a moment to take in the terrain. About a hundred yards out, a massive tree stood at a sixty-degree angle, and she remembered walking past it just a day or so ago. 
 
    Shaking his head, Hector chuckled. “You don’t mince words, do you, sweetheart?” 
 
    “I do when I’m dealing with a patient or their family. Any other time, not so much.” And even then, her bedside manner only went so far. There was a limit to how much abuse she was willing to put up with. It was something her uncle had taught her at a young age: know your worth, don’t settle for less, and never expend precious energy on people who don’t appreciate you. 
 
    “That’s good. I won’t mince words either.” Hector slapped at another insect, this one snacking on his arm. At the rate he was going, the insects were going to suck him dry by sundown. “Wade used to work with me at the DEA; did you know that?” 
 
    “No, I didn’t.” Aside from his foul temperament, she really didn’t know anything about him. To be honest, she didn’t care. She didn’t know him, didn’t like him, and hoped to forget all about him once this nightmare was finally over. 
 
    “Well, now you do. Best damn agent I ever trained. Back in the day, he and his team were responsible for one of the biggest drug busts in our division.” He smiled, pride apparent in his voice. “The Wade I used to know—the man I worked with for almost a decade—was a very different person: good-natured, idealistic. Extremely devoted to winning the war on drugs. He could be a real hard-ass when the situation warranted, but it wasn’t his default setting. But then we had an op go south.” 
 
    Hector’s smile disappeared. “It’s not my business to tell you what he and his partner went through, but that scar on his face is the tip of the iceberg. According to the doctors, it was a miracle he survived. He flatlined twice on the way to the hospital. It changed him in ways that I can’t even begin to comprehend. All I can say is he’s been through hell. I think part of him is still there. But deep down, he’s still the same Wade I’ve known all these years. He’s a good man. Decent. And I know he won’t do anything to hurt you.” 
 
    It took everything she had not to roll her eyes. “Are you serious? He’s forcing me to go back to the guy who wants to murder me.” 
 
    “Yeah, he is, and I’m sorry about that. But he won’t let anything happen to you, and neither will I. That’s a promise. I give you my word you’ll be safe at the consulate when we make a move on that compound.” 
 
    He sounded sincere; she wanted to believe him. But after everything she’d been through, she had no intention of letting her guard down until she reached the consulate. 
 
    Hope glanced over her shoulder at Wade. He was staring at something off to his left, the shotgun in his grip, his gaze sharp and his jaw clenched tight. In so many ways, he reminded her of those wounded warriors she used to treat at Landstuhl: strong, determined, but hurting inside in ways she couldn’t begin to imagine. 
 
    As if sensing her gaze, his head turned toward her, and those piercing green eyes caught hers. She couldn’t look away if she tried. Her mouth went dry, her heart kicked in her chest, and for a moment or two, it felt as though she couldn’t breathe. 
 
    Face flushed, she forced her gaze away, confused—and more than a little annoyed—with her body’s response to him. Ill-tempered and emotionally unavailable had never been her type. She didn’t go for men who were broken beyond repair, and she didn’t want to be the glue that held his pieces together. And yet…something about him intrigued her in a way she struggled to define. She wasn’t sure what it was, and she wasn’t sure she wanted to know. 
 
    Correction: she definitely didn’t want to know. All she wanted was to get back home and live a nice, boring, normal life, where the worst thing she had to deal with was a patient who thought they knew more than her because they looked up their symptoms on WebMD. 
 
    Forcing all inappropriate thoughts from her mind, she mustered a smile for Hector. “Thank you for the reassurance, but I won’t feel better until I set foot on American soil.” 
 
    He nodded. “Fair enough. I’ll do everything I can to make sure that happens. Just keep what I said in mind, will you?” 
 
    “Yeah, sure,” she lied. Needing to change the subject, she asked, “So who do you have waiting for you at home? Is there a Mrs. Hector?” 
 
    “There used to be.” A hint of regret bled into his Texas twang. “This line of work is rough on a relationship.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” She could relate. During medical school, her social life had taken a beating, and it hadn’t gotten much better once she began her military service. 
 
    But she loved being a doctor. There wasn’t anything else she’d rather do with her life, even though it wasn’t all wine and roses. The hours were long, and you often didn’t leave when your shift was over, but rather when your job was done. Plus, a lot of men didn’t like to date women who were more educated than them or earned a bigger paycheck. It resulted in many nights home alone, watching movies in her pajamas. 
 
    Hector shrugged. “Don’t be. I’m the one who chose this career. It’s rewarding but it’s also demanding, especially if you work undercover. That kind of work tears you away from your family for months on end without any ability to make even basic contact. But you can make a really big difference in the world, and that makes it all worthwhile.” 
 
    “If you say so.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Don’t you worry about me. I always find a way to land on my feet.” He reached into his back pocket for his phone, powered it up, swiped the screen a few times, and then angled it so she could see the image of two teenage girls in shorts and tank tops standing on the shore of a lake. “My daughters.” 
 
    “They’re beautiful.” 
 
    “Thanks. Lucky for them, they take after their mother. The one on the right is Jazmin, my oldest. She just started her second year at Auburn. Wants to be an engineer when she graduates.” He switched the phone off and tucked it back into his pocket. “I’ve got another few years before the other one gets out of high school.” 
 
    “What does she want to be?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I don’t think she’s decided yet, and I’m not about to push her. For now, I just want her to enjoy being a kid for as long as she can.” 
 
    Made sense. Kids grew up so fast. In the blink of an eye, she’d be out on her own, working a job, paying taxes, and wishing she could go back to the days when somebody did her laundry and cooked her meals. 
 
    Hope glanced back at Wade again, and she wondered whether anyone was waiting for him to come home. Probably not. He didn’t strike her as the type to settle down anywhere for long. Besides, what woman in their right mind would be willing to put up with his crap? 
 
    She pushed the thought from her head and focused on the scenery in front of her. His personal life was none of her business. And, frankly, she just didn’t care. The only thing she wanted was for this nightmare to be over, the sooner the better. Then she could return to a normal life, and forget Wade Flint existed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    It was one of those storms that came out of nowhere. One minute, the sky was crystal clear, and the next it rained so hard Wade wondered whether they should start building an ark. But then the storm disappeared just as quickly as it arrived, leaving them soaked to the skin. On the bright side, at least it cooled things down, from oppressive to borderline stuffy. 
 
    By mid-afternoon, they’d turned to the east and followed a river that serpentined through the jungle. The world around them dimmed as the tree canopy grew thicker, until only small slivers of light filtered through to the ground below. A rich, earthy scent permeated the air, while a troop of monkeys overhead chattered like employees in an office breakroom. 
 
    “How much longer before we cross?” Wade swatted away an insect that buzzed in front of his face. It was his understanding that there was a shallow section coming up ahead where they could safely reach the other side. 
 
    “I can’t say for sure, but I think we’re close.” Hope wiped sweat off her brow as she stepped over a fallen tree limb. Her hair was dry and pulled back into a ponytail, but her clothes were still damp from the storm. 
 
    Following Hector’s advice, Wade had been trying to act more civil toward her, but so far she wasn’t having any of it. She only spoke when spoken to, and the stares she leveled in his direction were icy enough to freeze a volcano. 
 
    At the next bend, they stopped for a break. Wade refilled his canteen at the river, while Hector picked a handful of dark-blue berries off a vine twining around a spindly tree trunk. He held them out to Hope. “Any idea if these are edible?” 
 
    She leaned toward his outstretched hand to get a better look. “Uh…yeah, I think I ate some of those before. If they’re blue, black, or purple, you’ve got a good shot at them being safe to eat. The lighter the color, the higher the chance of them being poisonous.” 
 
    “Good to know. Here goes nothing.” He popped them into his mouth, and his face puckered after a couple of chews. “A little sour, but it’s nice to eat something besides meal bars, jerky, and granola.” 
 
    Curious, Wade sampled a few off the vine. Definitely on the bitter side, but they were a welcome change of pace. He looked to Hope. “Aren’t you going to have some?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, thanks. I’m not hungry.” 
 
    “Suit yourself.” He picked a handful, ate a few, and placed the rest in a pocket inside his pack. They might not be very hungry at the moment, but the extra food would come in handy later, when their supplies began to run low. 
 
    A short distance ahead, a blood-curdling, high-pitched scream rent the air. It seemed as though it went on forever, a ghastly tortured cry. 
 
    And then silence. 
 
    Hope’s eyes widened. “What the hell was that?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but it sounds like something just became part of the circle of life.” On the outside, Wade projected confidence but inside, his pulse had kicked up a few notches. With a casual shrug, he slipped the shotgun strap off his shoulder and gripped the stock. He hoped he wouldn’t have to use it, but it never hurt to be prepared. He glanced to Hector, who’d drawn his pistol. Good to know they were on the same page. 
 
    “Want to check it out?” Hector asked, and Hope stared at him as though he’d lost his mind. 
 
    “Why on earth would you want to do that?” 
 
    Hector shrugged. “Better to know what it is.” 
 
    “Seriously?” She gaped at him. “That’s right up there with ‘Let’s go down to the basement and see what’s making that creepy noise.’ No wonder men on average have shorter life spans than women.” 
 
    Under normal conditions, Wade would’ve agreed with her. The last thing he wanted was to go looking for trouble, but ignoring a potential problem could result in disastrous—or deadly—consequences. “You two stay here. I’ll go check it out.” 
 
    “No, I got this. It was my idea.” Hector slid his pack off his shoulders and set it on the ground. “Watch my stuff. I’ll be back in a few.” 
 
    He disappeared into the thick brush, his steps surprisingly silent. 
 
    With nothing to do but wait for Hector’s return, time seemed to slow to a crawl. Hope busied herself by rearranging the shit in her bag, while Wade continually scanned the rainforest for signs of anything out of the ordinary. 
 
    “He’s been gone a while,” Hope said. “Should we go after him?” 
 
    Wade checked his watch. What felt like forever had only been fifteen minutes. “Let’s give him a few more minutes.” 
 
    Those few minutes passed. Still no sign of Hector. A knot formed in Wade’s stomach. This couldn’t be good. If something bad had happened to his friend, he’d never forgive himself. 
 
    Up ahead, something rustled in the brush. Wade froze, his grip on the shotgun tightening as his eyes searched for the source of the noise. He heard it again—over there, to his left, a little louder this time, and alarm bells went off in his head. 
 
    “Get behind me,” he ordered Hope. For once, she didn’t argue. He didn’t want her in the line of fire if things went down the shitter. 
 
    But then he heard a high-pitched whistle and the breath that had been caught in his chest came out in a whoosh. 
 
    Seconds later, Hector emerged from the brush, his lips pressed into a thin, grim line. 
 
    “What is it?” Hope asked. 
 
    “There’s a group of hunters about fifty yards away. They’re not speaking in Spanish, so I’m guessing they belong to one of the indigenous tribes. From the looks of it, they killed some sort of wild hog.” 
 
    That explained the godawful noise. “How many?” 
 
    “I counted six, but there could be more. They’re mostly hunting with bows and arrows, but at least one of them had a rifle.” Hector’s expression darkened as he slipped his pack back on. “They’re setting up camp near the river.” 
 
    “Fuck.” Wade rubbed the back of his neck. The way he saw it, they didn’t have much choice. There was no way of telling if the hunters were friendly, and six—or more—against three weren’t very good odds. They’d give the hunters a wide berth and find another safe place to cross. “All right, let’s go around. We’re wasting daylight.” 
 
    Cautiously, they hacked through the dense vegetation until they came upon a clearing roughly the size of a football field. A rough dirt path cut the field in two, with row upon row of densely planted tall leafy bushes with little red berries. 
 
    A crudely built shack stood along the far edge of the field. Both of its windows were boarded over and ratty blue tarps covered half of the roof. Drying laundry hung from a clothesline strung between two large trees. No signs of people, which was a good thing, because they probably wouldn’t be happy to see strangers. 
 
    “What kind of crop is this?” Hope asked. 
 
    Hector frowned. “Coca.” 
 
    Her eyes widened, while her voice lowered as if she were afraid someone might overhear. “You mean cocaine?” 
 
    “Yep. That’s the plant it’s extracted from.” Wade took off his cap, scratched the top of his head, and slid the cap back on. Most of his work with the DEA had been in metropolitan areas, but he’d been to a couple of fields like this—right before they were burned to the ground. 
 
    Hope’s pale eyebrows drew together. “But that—I mean—they must know this is illegal.” 
 
    “I’m sure they do.” Wade didn’t bother to mask the irritation in his voice. He was hot, tired, and not in the mood to give a lesson in illicit crop agriculture. “Not only is the crop illegal, they’re growing it in a nature preserve. But it’s hard to resist the lure of easy money, especially when you’re destitute and desperate to feed your family.” 
 
    Disapproval darkened her features. “You’re okay with this?” 
 
    “No, of course not. I don’t condone the behavior, but I understand the reasoning behind it.” He looked over at Hector. “We’ll make a note of it and pass it along to the proper authorities when the time is right.” 
 
    “And when will that be?” Hope asked. 
 
    “When we finish what we came here for. Now let’s get going before anybody sees us.” 
 
    As they turned to skirt the edge of the field, Wade heard the unmistakable rack of a shotgun. His heart slammed against his rib cage. 
 
    “Shit. Get down!” 
 
    A deafening boom filled the air and sent birds soaring high above the treetops. Wade dove for Hope, tackling her to the ground, using his bulk to shield her body from the brunt of the impact. They rolled—once, twice—and then came to a stop with him on top of her and their mouths a whisper apart. 
 
    Slightly disoriented, he stared down at her, his ears ringing from the sound of the blast and his breath mingling with hers. “Are you okay? Are you hit?” 
 
    “Can’t breathe,” she wheezed. “Get off me.” 
 
    He pushed up onto his forearms so his weight wouldn’t crush her, and a part of him that he refused to acknowledge kind of missed having her body pressed to his. 
 
    “Are you okay?” he repeated. 
 
    Face flushed and slightly dazed, she peered down at her body and then back up at him. “Yeah. Yeah, I think so.” 
 
    “Good.” The tightness in his chest relaxed. He darted a glance to his right, where he found Hector, unharmed and crouching low to the ground. When their eyes met, Hector gestured with his head toward the forest. Wade nodded in return and then shifted his attention to Hope. “We need to get out of here. Keep low, so they can’t see us over the field, and don’t stop running until I give the all clear. Got it?” 
 
    Hope blew out a shaky breath, but she seemed to be holding it together, which earned her points in his book. “Yeah, I got it. Where’s my bag?” 
 
    He looked around and spotted it on the ground several feet away, not far from his shotgun. Thankfully, the bag was zipped shut, so none of its contents had scattered. Reaching out, he grabbed both by the straps and dragged them over. 
 
    “Ready?” he asked, and she nodded. 
 
    Gripping her hand, he hoisted her up, and they sprinted in a crouch toward the safety of the dense vegetation. Another shotgun blast ripped through the air, and wood chips rained down on their heads as the round tore into the trunk of a tree. With his free hand, Wade unsheathed his machete and hacked through the thick underbrush. He couldn’t see more than a few feet in front of his face, and he prayed to God that he wasn’t leading them straight to the edge of a cliff. 
 
    Thankfully, they reached a small clearing instead, and they skidded to a stop. 
 
    “We should be far enough away now.” Wade let go of Hope’s hand. He wiped the machete against his pants and slid the blade into its sheath. He hadn’t heard any gunshots in the past few minutes, leading him to believe that whoever fired at them had given up the chase. Most likely, they just wanted to scare them away. Mission fucking accomplished. 
 
    “Good,” Hope said between huge gulps of air. Face still red from exertion, she bent at the waist and braced her hands on her hips. “I think I’m going to throw up.” 
 
    “You’re fine; you’re just out of breath.” They hadn’t eaten anything in more than four hours, and he’d be surprised if she actually had anything left in the tank to heave. 
 
    Slowly, her breathing returned to normal, though her face was still flushed. She straightened and smoothed a hand over her hair, most of which had escaped its ponytail. “Where’s Hector?” 
 
    “I don’t know. He took off in a different direction.” Wade let out a short, piercing whistle, and when somebody whistled back less than a minute later, he felt a strong sense of relief. From what he could tell, Hector wasn’t far away, and he let out another whistle to help his friend pinpoint their location. “He’s close; he should be here soon.” 
 
    As he turned to survey their surroundings, he heard Hope gasp. 
 
    One hand reached for the shotgun as he whirled around to face her. “What is it?” 
 
    “What do you mean, what is it?” She gawked at him as though he’d sprouted tentacles. “You’ve been shot in the back.” 
 
    Now that the excitement was over, he noticed a slight stinging sensation along the lower right side of his back. After dumping his pack on the ground, he peered over his shoulder and saw that the lower part of his pale-blue shirt was soaked with blood. “Shit. I must have caught some buckshot. Good thing the pack absorbed most of it.” 
 
    Anything stronger than buckshot and he probably wouldn’t be standing. A slug could have torn right through his spine and come out the other side. 
 
    Hope stepped closer, concern plain on her face. “That’s got to hurt like hell.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Stings a little.” 
 
    Thanks to Aranza and his henchmen, he couldn’t feel much of anything from the nape of his neck down to the small of his back. The nerve damage was extensive. The doctors had performed a series of grafts, which had returned sensation to a few small areas, but there was only so much they could do. And after a while, Wade hadn’t seen the point of enduring more painful—and often pointless—procedures in the hopes of repairing more of the damage. 
 
    Hope set her bag on the ground and unzipped it. “Take off your shirt. I need to remove those pellets and sterilize the wounds.” 
 
    Yeah, that wasn’t happening. He hated people looking at his back almost as much as he hated them looking at his face, but at least his back was typically shielded from view. “I’ll be fine until we get back to town.” 
 
    “Are you nuts? It’ll get infected by then. Trust me, I’m a doctor. I know about these things.” 
 
    Wade made a derisive sound. “What kind of doctor are you anyway? Gynecologist?” 
 
    She threw him a dirty look as she reached into the bag and took out a tool that resembled a large pair of tweezers. “Surgeon.” 
 
    He didn’t know why, but that wasn’t the answer he’d expected. “No fucking way.” 
 
    “Yes fucking way.” 
 
    Her response amused him, but he had enough sense not to laugh. “Doctors don’t say fuck.” 
 
    “They do where I come from.” 
 
    “And where’s that?” 
 
    “United States Army.” 
 
    Okay, he hadn’t expected that response either, and he wasn’t sure he believed her. He tried to envision her in an Army uniform, but the only kind of uniform he could picture her wearing were the sexy ones sold in Halloween stores. Disgusted with himself for thinking like a pig, he shook his head to clear the image from his mind. “No offense, but you don’t look like Army material.” 
 
    “Why, because I don’t have a penis?” Not waiting for an answer, she reached into her bag again, this time taking out a small black leather case, which she unzipped, and took out a scalpel. “One way or another, I’m removing those pellets. You’ve got ten seconds to lose the shirt, or I’m cutting it off. Choice is yours.” 
 
    Everything in him bristled at the order. He scowled. “You wouldn’t.” 
 
    “Try me.” She held the scalpel in the air. The sharpened metal edge glinted in the sun. “Six seconds.” 
 
    She had balls; he’d give her that. Not many people had the guts to go toe-to-toe with him, especially people so much smaller than him. The threat was hollow, but she probably wouldn’t shut the hell up about it until he finally relented. 
 
    “All right, fine, I’m taking it off. Christ, maybe you are pushy enough to make it in the military.” 
 
    With an exasperated huff, he turned his back to Hope and leaned the shotgun against a tree. After a brief hesitation, he stripped the shirt off, tossed it aside, and braced for her reaction to the scars that covered nearly every square inch of his back. Never in his life had he felt more exposed, and he fought the instinctual urge to cover his body. 
 
    Usually, there was an audible gasp, quickly followed by the inevitable question. 
 
    While he waited, Wade fixed his focus on a tree at the edge of the clearing. A bright-green snake was coiled on a branch, its tongue darting out every second or two. “Aren’t you going to ask?” 
 
    “Only if you want me to.” 
 
    “Most people do.” 
 
    “I’m not most people.” 
 
    He chuffed. “So I’ve noticed.” 
 
    The sound of footsteps drew closer, and he practically felt the weight of her stare. “Seven pellets in the right lumbar area…doesn’t appear to have penetrated the muscle. It could have been a lot worse. I’ll have you patched up in no time.” 
 
    “Gee, I guess it’s my lucky day.” 
 
    Something rustled in the tall brush to Wade’s left. His senses pricked as he reached for the shotgun and aimed it toward the noise. But then he heard a whistle, and the tension knotting his muscles relaxed when he realized it was Hector. 
 
    Moments later, his partner emerged from the brush, face flushed, clothes scuffed, and his hair sticking up in a hundred different directions. 
 
    “Sorry it took me so long to get to…” Hector’s voice trailed off at the sight of a shirtless Wade aiming a shotgun at him. His hands went up in a don’t-shoot-me gesture. “Okay, what did I miss?” 
 
    “Tiny took some buckshot in the back. I’m about to remove the pellets.” 
 
    Concern widened Hector’s eyes. “Shit, are you all right?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Wade bit out as he lowered his weapon. 
 
    “He’ll be fine once I clean him up,” Hope corrected, and he shot her a glare over his shoulder. 
 
    Hector dragged a hand through his short brown hair, which only made more of the ends stick up. “Is there anything I can do to help? Anything you need?” 
 
    “At this point, all I need is a patient who allows me to take care of him,” Hope replied. 
 
    Wade grunted. “Just get it over with, will you? We’re losing daylight.” 
 
    Hector’s gaze went from Hope to Wade. He avoided eye contact and didn’t try to look at the scars on Wade’s back, and for that Wade was grateful. “I’ll, uh…I’ll go check the perimeter while you take care of him. Holler if you need anything.” 
 
    Without another word, he disappeared into the brush. 
 
    An awkward silence hung in the air as Hope removed the pellets embedded in his skin. It didn’t hurt, but he felt a slight pressure along his back each time she plucked one out. 
 
    Once she finished removing all of the debris, she cleaned the wounds with antiseptic wipes and retrieved a tube of ointment from her bag. “If you prefer, I can tell you how I think you got these scars, and you can tell me whether I’m close.” 
 
    The idea intrigued him. “Sure, give it your best shot.” 
 
    Her fingers traced over the planes of his back like a blind person reading Braille. And although her touch was featherlight, it felt like a brand on his skin. “Severe lacerations…chemical burns. There’s a fair amount of discoloration.” Her hand skimmed higher. “This puncture mark near the left shoulder blade looks like it was made by a bullet.” She didn’t speak again for over a minute as she dabbed ointment onto the wounds. “In addition to the gunshot, I’m going to guess you were whipped, and then somebody poured bleach over the open wounds.” 
 
    Bile rose in his throat, and he swallowed hard to force back the bitter burning. He shouldn’t have let her guess. Her list didn’t cover everything that was inflicted on him, but it came close enough to trigger an avalanche of memories. He closed his eyes and clenched his jaw as every second of that godforsaken day flashed through his mind. “It wasn’t bleach; it was liquid chlorine.” 
 
    To this day, he couldn’t go near a swimming pool without his stomach churning. 
 
    Hope made a noncommittal noise. “Aranza and his men did this to you?” 
 
    He nodded, the lump in his throat making it impossible to speak. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” Her voice was a whisper. Finished with the ointment, she put the tube back into her bag and took out a packet of gauze. “That must have been excruciating. It’s a miracle you survived.” 
 
    “Yeah…well…” There were days he wished he hadn’t. Things might have been better that way. “It’s nothing compared to what my partner went through.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Stop apologizing. You’re not one of the assholes who did it.” He let out a shuddering breath as a fresh round of rage and grief ripped through him. His insides felt raw, as though they’d been dragged through broken glass. “They made me watch while they tortured my partner. During the breaks while they waited for Lopez to regain consciousness was when they worked on me.” 
 
    Why the fuck was he telling her any of this? He honestly couldn’t say. For years, the shrinks had tried to convince him to talk about what happened, but he’d never felt comfortable enough to do it. It seemed too personal, too awful to share, even with members of his own family. Perhaps it was because Hope stood out of his direct line of sight and he couldn’t gauge her reaction. 
 
    “I’m not going to tell you every gory detail. That shit’s going with me to the grave. I suppose the only reason I’m telling you this much is because you need to understand what kind of monster we’re dealing with.” 
 
    She didn’t say anything for a few long moments as she taped a large piece of gauze over his wounds. “No wonder you want to kill him.” 
 
    He laughed, but there was no humor in the sound. “So much for the Hippocratic Oath.” 
 
    “That only applies to the patients I’m treating.” Finished, she put her supplies back in the bag and pulled the zipper shut. Then she moved to face him, and he was relieved to find no pity in her soft hazel eyes, just the cool detachment that he suspected was part of her doctor’s mask. 
 
    “That oath prohibits me from causing harm, but I understand why you want to kill him.” The barest hint of a smile touched her mouth, and he felt it in his soul. “Thank you for sharing that with me. It had to have been tough.” 
 
    “You have no idea.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    At the end of the day, all Wade wanted was a strong, bitter IPA and a plate of hot, spicy chicken wings. But considering neither of those options was on the table, he’d settle for taking a load off his feet. 
 
    “This looks like a good place.” Wade slipped his pack off, dumped it on the ground, and rolled his aching shoulders. The pack wasn’t that heavy, between forty and fifty pounds, but having it strapped to his back for nearly twelve hours had taken a toll on his muscles. The wounds to his lower back weren’t helping matters, though they weren’t bothering him at the moment. For an instant, he thought of Hope’s gentle touch, and then forced the memory aside. 
 
    The small clearing was flat and mostly free of debris, out of sight and far enough away from the river to avoid being eaten alive by mosquitos. A light breeze stirred the warm tropical air, which would also help to keep the biting bugs at bay. 
 
    Hector let out a sigh as he shrugged off his pack and set it on the ground beside Wade’s. He looked stressed and exhausted, which wasn’t surprising, considering the day they had. “Why don’t y’all set up the tent while I check the perimeter and fill the canteens?” 
 
    Fine by Wade. He’d done the perimeter check the night before while Hector and Hope built the tent. He unclipped the nearly empty canteen from his pack and handed it to Hector. “Be careful.” 
 
    “When have I never?” Hector flashed the grin that had gotten him out of a lot of tight scrapes over the years. He turned and disappeared into the woods, leaving Wade and Hope alone.  
 
    They gave each other a wary glance, and Wade felt the need to fill the silence. 
 
    “Thanks again for your help,” Wade said as he retrieved the tent from Hector’s pack. The tent was fairly easy to assemble and was large enough to accommodate three people, though most of the time, there were only two inside, because he and Hector took turns standing guard. “You know, with the buckshot.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” Her voice didn’t carry its typical fire, most likely because they’d been hiking all day with only a few short breaks, like the one where she’d picked shotgun pellets from his skin. Fatigue lined the corners of her eyes and bracketed her mouth. She sat on the ground and placed the medical bag beside her, and then rubbed her shoulder where the strap had been. “In the morning, I’ll need to change your dressing and reapply ointment so you don’t get an infection. Don’t argue with me,” she added when he opened his mouth to do just that. 
 
    He had to admit, she’d handled herself well today. Perhaps that was due to her military training. Most people freaked out when fired upon. Some froze, some pissed their pants, while others screamed like little girls and curled up in a ball. But she’d kept her wits and followed instructions. And once they were safe, she’d tended to his wounds without making a fuss about the scars on his back. He’d appreciated that. 
 
    “How did you end up in the Army?” he asked as he unrolled the tent, while she began to assemble the poles. The question had been lingering in his mind ever since she’d mentioned her military service. 
 
    “It was the only way I could afford med school,” she replied in her usual matter-of-fact tone. Her hands worked quickly on the first pole, her movements measured and precise. “I didn’t have a quarter million dollars lying around, and I didn’t like the idea of paying student loans for the rest of my natural born life.” 
 
    Wade staked down the corners of the tent. “So how does that work? Is it like the GI Bill?” 
 
    “No, it actually works the other way around. You go to school first, and then you serve.” Finished with the first pole, she set it on the ground and started to assemble the second. “Overall, it was a pretty good deal. The Army covered my tuition and gave me a monthly stipend while I was in school. In return, I agreed to enlist in the Army as a commissioned officer after graduation. I was required to serve four years, but I ended up staying for eight. Can I help with that?” 
 
    “No, I’ve got it.” Wade took the finished poles from her, threaded them through the fabric sleeves, and the rumpled mass of lightweight fabric started to resemble a tent. These types were a snap to put together, so much easier than the ones he used to sleep in back when he was a Boy Scout. In no time at all, he had it fully constructed and attached the outer fly. As he sat back on his heels to inspect his handiwork, he asked, “Where were you stationed?” 
 
    “I completed my residency at Womack Army Medical Center at Fort Bragg. Got a lot of good experience there. After that, I volunteered for a three-year assignment at Landstuhl Regional Medical Center in Germany. It’s the nearest treatment facility for wounded soldiers serving in Iraq, Afghanistan, Africa, and Europe.” 
 
    Wade stuffed the storage bag for the tent into Hector’s pack. “Did you have to learn German to go over there?” 
 
    “No, just like you’re not required to learn Arabic before being stationed in the Middle East. It helps, though,” she added. “I learned some German before I got there, but it wasn’t much beyond ‘Where is the bathroom?’ and ‘Please pass the bread.’ Thankfully, most of my patients were American troops or members of their families. And when I went into town, the locals were pretty understanding. A lot of them spoke fluent English, so if I tried to speak a little German with them, they usually took pity on me and finished the conversation in English.” 
 
    “You must have seen a lot during your time there.” 
 
    “Yeah, well…” She sat down, her back resting against a tree, her arms stretched over her bent knees. “They kept us busy.” 
 
    She didn’t elaborate, and he got the impression she didn’t want him pressing for details. Whether those details were good or bad was anybody’s guess, because her face gave nothing away. 
 
    Giving her space, he sat a few feet away and placed his bag beside him. “So why’d you leave the Army?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Eight years was enough. It was a great experience and I learned a lot, but it was time for a change.” 
 
    The answer came too quickly, too smoothly, as if she’d rehearsed it so many times it had become an automatic response. Perhaps it wasn’t a flat-out lie, but it wasn’t the whole truth either. 
 
    He met her gaze and felt a connection that took him completely by surprise. There was no reason for it. They had nothing in common. Brushing the unwelcome sensation aside, he asked, “What’s the real reason?” 
 
    Shock flickered over her face, but she covered it so quickly he almost missed it. “That is the real reason. I was ready for a life that wasn’t so regimented.” 
 
    There was definitely more to it than that, but even though he was curious, he decided not to push her on it. Over the years, he’d learned to pick his battles, and this one wasn’t worth fighting. “I’m surprised you didn’t go into private practice. Isn’t that where the real money is?” 
 
    Her brows drew down. “I didn’t go into medicine for the money. I mean, don’t get me wrong, getting paid well is nice, but that’s not why I slogged through all those years of school.” She rubbed at her shoulder where the bag strap had rested. “I want to help people. I want to make a difference. That’s why I signed up with Los Ayudantes. They’re the aid organization I was working with when Aranza’s men abducted me. They specialize in helping people in impoverished areas who couldn’t otherwise afford medical care.” 
 
    “We’ve got places like that in the States.” 
 
    “I know. My first assignment was in a rural community in northwest Alabama. The town looked more like a third-world country than something you’d expect to see in America. Most of the houses looked like shacks, and a lot of them didn’t even have basic water and sewer hookups.” Something swirled in her hazel eyes, but then she blinked and it was gone. “After that, a spot in Guatemala opened up, and I decided to see a little more of the world before I settled into private practice.” 
 
    Wade unzipped his bag and rooted around for something to eat that hadn’t been peppered with buckshot. The good news was most of the food had been spared. Bad news, the few spare clothes he’d packed had taken the brunt of the damage, which meant he’d either be wearing the same clothes for a while, or clean clothes with built-in air conditioning. 
 
    His stomach wanted something hearty like stew, a reward for a full day’s work. But damn, he was tired, and he wasn’t up for the challenge of creating a palatable meal with their limited supplies in the great wide open. Maybe tomorrow, if they made significant progress without any drama, he’d break out the pots and pans, build a fire, and cook an actual meal. 
 
    “Here. You must be hungry.” Leaning forward, he handed her packets of dried fruit and jerky. Not the most appetizing dinner, but it didn’t require any prep work. 
 
    Hope looked down at the package of jerky. “What kind is it?” 
 
    “Don’t know. Didn’t ask.” Experience taught him it was better not to ask for the sake of plausible deniability. He’d bought it from an old guy running a roadside stand not far from the room they’d rented in Viento Tranquilos. Most likely, it was beef, goat, pork, or iguana, but there was always the chance it could have been made from something far less appetizing, and he chose not to think about it. Unless somebody told him otherwise, he’d assume it was plain old beef jerky. 
 
    Stomach grumbling, Wade opened his pack of jerky and tore off a bite. Salty and tough, but it had a good flavor, though he still couldn’t determine what kind of meat it was. It wasn’t a ribeye at his favorite steakhouse, but it would have to do for tonight. 
 
    Hope tore the package open, gave one of the strips of dried meat a cautious sniff, and took a tentative bite. After a few chews, she nodded. “Not bad.” 
 
    “It’s not five-star dining, but it’ll do.” 
 
    When Hector returned with the canteens a few minutes later, Wade tossed him some packets of jerky and fruit, and he settled on the ground beside Hope. At the first bite, he made a sour face. “Christ, that’s salty.” 
 
    “It’s jerky. What did you expect?” Wade said around a mouthful of food. “I’ve still got plenty of meal bars and granola if you’d rather have one of those.” 
 
    “Nah, that’s okay. I’ll get used to it.” But he didn’t seem happy about it. Hector ate another bite and washed it down with a big swig of water. “When we get back to the States, you can make it up to me by whipping up a batch of asopao de pollo.” 
 
    Hope’s eyebrows lifted. “You cook?” 
 
    “Why is that such a shock?” Wade was all too familiar with the stereotypical assumption that most guys didn’t know their way around a kitchen. He also knew a lot of people assumed that a big guy with big muscles was dumber than a bag full of hammers. Most of the time, he let people believe whatever the hell they wanted, especially if he could use it to his advantage. But there were other times, like now, where he enjoyed giving people shit about it. 
 
    Hope made a vague hand gesture. “I don’t know. I guess you just didn’t strike me as the Gordon Ramsay type.” 
 
    “Man’s gotta eat,” Wade said. “It only makes sense to know how to cook.” 
 
    Truth be told, he hadn’t learned how to cook anything aside from the bare essentials until after he’d been at the DEA for a few years. Until Carmen. She’d taken one look at his pitifully stocked kitchen and piles of takeout containers in his fridge, and decided he needed to learn how to prepare real food. Back then, he didn’t know shit about spices. Didn’t even own a measuring cup. 
 
    Carmen had dragged him out shopping for much-needed supplies, and then she’d taught him how to cook the same Spanish dishes that her grandmother had shown her how to make when she was a girl. It was during those nights in his cramped kitchen that he’d started to fall in love with her. 
 
    “Is asopao de pollo your specialty?” Hope asked, and the memory faded in his mind. 
 
    Annoyed, he grunted. “I don’t have a specialty.” 
 
    “Don’t listen to him,” Hector said. “He makes the best damn asopao de pollo I’ve ever tasted. Same goes for his paella. Just don’t tell my abuela, or you’ll break her poor old heart.” Hector winked, and Wade shot him a scornful look. 
 
    Hope ate another bite of jerky and washed it down with a mouthful of water. “I don’t care what I eat when I get back, so long as it’s something that’s cooked on a stove. It’s been almost a year since I’ve had a real meal.” 
 
    “What did they feed you at the compound?” Hector asked. 
 
    “Sometimes, I got the leftovers of whatever they cooked that night at the main house. But most of the time, I got some sort of prepackaged frozen dinner, like macaroni and cheese or Salisbury steak, which wouldn’t have been too bad if it hadn’t been microwaved until it had the consistency of shoe leather.” Her nose crinkled. “I’ve tasted better MREs.” 
 
    “Frozen dinners aren’t real food,” Wade said. “They’re a food-like substance.” 
 
    She arched one eyebrow. “Like jerky?” 
 
    Wade scoffed. “At least the jerky’s made from natural ingredients.” 
 
    “And a boatload of salt,” Hector added. 
 
    “Salt’s natural.” 
 
    “So is arsenic,” Hope said, and Hector snorted. 
 
    The hint of a smile warmed the corners of her mouth, and something deep inside Wade loosened that had been coiled tight for so damn long he’d almost forgotten it existed. They weren’t friends. They weren’t teammates. She was an asset to him, a means to an end—nothing more, nothing less. In the field, emotion could get a man killed, and it served him well to remember that. 
 
    Hope swallowed the last bite of her meal and washed it down with another swig of water from Hector’s canteen. Then she tucked the wrappers into her bag and cupped her hand over her mouth to stifle a yawn. 
 
    “Want some more?” Wade asked, and she replied with a subdued, “No, thank you.” 
 
    Though his stomach was far from full, Wade opted not to go for seconds. The edge of hunger would help keep him alert during his shift of guard duty tonight. Maybe later, once he was ready to sleep, he’d snack on a meal bar or something. 
 
    As Wade leaned over to re-tie his boots, he stole a glance at Hope. She looked exhausted, her face was drawn and there were shadows under her eyes. And now that she had some food in her stomach, she’d be asleep in no time. 
 
    He felt a strange need to do something for her, to show his appreciation for how well she’d handled herself today. An idea came to mind. It wasn’t much, a token gesture, but it would have to do considering his limited resources. 
 
    He unzipped his pack and rooted around until he found what he was searching for. 
 
    “Here.” Wade tossed her a piece of candy, the only non-essential item in his bag. He tossed a piece to Hector as well, because if he didn’t, he’d never hear the end of it. 
 
    Hope’s eyes lit up like a kid on Christmas morning, and that thing inside him loosened a tiny bit more. “You’ve had Jolly Ranchers all this time?” 
 
    “I only brought one bag. There aren’t many left. Make it last.” He stood, dusted the seat of his pants, and then swatted a mosquito on his arm. So much for being far enough away from the water. “You two get some rest. I’ve got first watch.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Wade woke with a start, his head pounding, heart racing, clothes soaked with sweat, and the nightmare fresh in his mind. 
 
    The dreams had come, as they always did when he closed his eyes, to remind him why he was here. They didn’t always start at the same time or place. Sometimes, they fed him a few good memories first, to lull him into a false sense of security before things totally went to shit. But tonight’s edition had gone straight for the jugular, dragging him over the coals of Memory Lane with a play-by-play of everything that happened in that fucking warehouse in Guadalajara. 
 
    It all felt so real: the pain, the blood. The degradation. The look of shock, and perhaps relief, on Carmen’s once-beautiful face when Aranza’s right-hand man slit her throat. As he had in real life, he’d fought the restraints until his wrists were bloody and the bones had broken, but the only thing he could do was watch in horror as the life drained from her body and spilled onto the concrete floor. 
 
    He’d loved Carmen—he always would—but he never got the chance to tell her. Not that it would have made a damn bit of difference. It anything, it might have made matters worse, especially if Aranza had caught wind of it. 
 
    And as they always did when he thought of Carmen, nagging questions circled through his mind in an endless parade of self-loathing. What could I have done differently? Who the fuck blew our cover? There had to have been signs. How could I have been so blind not to see them? And why the hell didn’t I tell Carmen how I felt all those times when I had the chance? All those and more hammered away at his psyche until he finally locked them up behind mental barriers so high and thick they made the Great Wall of China look like a white picket fence. 
 
    As the last vestiges of the nightmare faded from his mind, Wade sat up and scrubbed a hand over his face. Little by little, his breathing returned to normal and the world around him pulled into focus. The first light of dawn had crept over the tree line, giving a hint of illumination to the dull gray sky overhead. The air was warm and thick with humidity, and carried a rich earthy scent. A few birds had begun to chirp, but for the most part, the rainforest was still in slumber. 
 
    Throat dry, he reached for his canteen and unscrewed the cap. To his right, Hope was sound asleep, her legs tucked slightly toward her stomach and her head resting on her bag as a pillow. It was the first time he’d seen her without the pair of lines between her pale eyebrows, her features totally at ease. It made her appear softer, younger, and for a moment or two, he felt a pang of guilt for dragging her into his mess. 
 
    He also felt the urge to stroke her blonde hair, to see if it felt as soft as it looked, and the realization left him unsettled. 
 
    “Had the dream again, didn’t you?” 
 
    With a jolt, his head whipped toward the sound of Hector’s lowered voice. He sat a foot or so away from the entrance of the tent, his back against a breadnut tree and his long legs stretched out in front of him. On the outside, his friend was the picture of calm, but the tension tightening the corners of his eyes betrayed his true emotions. 
 
    For Wade, it was more than just a dream. It was reliving the single worst day of his life in excruciating detail. He hated other people knowing about the nightmares, which was why he’d never told his family about them. They made him feel weak, and he hated feeling weak. But there wasn’t much point in denying it. Hector had woken him from a particularly brutal one a couple of weeks ago, so the cat was already out of the bag. 
 
    He gave a curt nod. “Yeah.” 
 
    “Same one?” 
 
    “It’s always the same one.” Wade rubbed his wrist in an effort to banish the lingering sting of metal cutting into his skin. His wrist ached where the bone had snapped, a sign bad weather was on its way. 
 
    He knew his friend was only trying to help, but talking about the nightmares had a way of bringing them back to life in his mind. Maybe once Aranza was dead, they’d finally leave him in peace, though he doubted it. 
 
    “Why don’t you get some more sleep?” Wade suggested. “We’ve got another hour before full light.” 
 
    Hector shook his head. “That’ll only make me groggy. If you want, we could wake her early and get a head start on the day.” 
 
    The notion appealed to Wade. Even with the cloud cover, temperatures were bound to soar into the 90s. The less time they spent hiking during the full heat of the day, the better. They could log some miles before the temperatures spiked, take a break in the shade during the hottest part of the afternoon, and then hike for another hour or two until the sun fully set. 
 
    He looked to Hope and there it was again, that insistent, irrational urge to touch her hair that he found so disconcerting. 
 
    Ignoring the impulse, he gripped her upper arm and gave it a light shake. No reaction. No surprise. She’d been exhausted last night. Unfortunately, break time was over, and he shook her a little harder. 
 
    She woke with a gasp, her eyes popping open and her hands half curling into fists. In a sleep-roughened voice, she asked, “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing. It’s time to get up.” 
 
    On a heavy exhalation, the tension in her muscles relaxed. Then she yawned so wide it was a wonder she didn’t dislocate her jaw. Eyes heavy-lidded, she looked around. “It’s still dark.” 
 
    “I know. We’re starting early to get a jump on the heat.” 
 
    There they were again, those lines between her pale eyebrows, and he felt bad for causing their return. She let out a huff of annoyance that reminded him of how his sister Larissa reacted whenever he or his brothers did something to exasperate her, which was pretty much every damn day. 
 
    Hope pushed up to a sitting position and wiped the sleep from her eyes. “Can I at least eat breakfast first?” 
 
    “Sure. What do you want? I’ve got meal bars, granola, and dried fruit.” He also had powdered eggs and pancake mix in his pack, but he wasn’t in the mood to screw around with it this morning. 
 
    Her face scrunched in a clear indication she found none of the options appealing. “I guess I’ll take a meal bar. Are there any mint chocolate chip left?” 
 
    “Let me check.” Wade dug into his bag. There was only one mint chocolate chip meal bar left, and though it was his favorite kind, he handed it to her. It was the least he could do after waking her up at the ass crack of nothing. 
 
    While she ate, he did a quick inventory of their supplies. They’d burned through a quarter of their food already, a little faster than he’d anticipated. To ensure they had enough for the return trip, they’d have to start foraging to supplement their dwindling supplies. 
 
    There were plenty of fruits, berries, and nuts to be found; they just had to make sure to avoid the ones that were poisonous to humans. If they wanted fresh meat, they’d have to hunt for it, though he wasn’t all that crazy about building a fire. 
 
    “We’re leaving in ten.” Wade zipped his pack closed. “Does that give you enough time to get ready?” 
 
    “Sure. It’s not like I have to do my hair.” Her gaze flicked up, meeting his. “Do you have any more Jolly Ranchers?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Can I have one?” 
 
    He gave her a look. “It’s not even six in the morning.” 
 
    “What’s your point?” 
 
    “They’re not breakfast food.” 
 
    “Says who?” 
 
    It took some effort not to smile. Funny, he would have expected a doctor to be more health conscious. “I hadn’t pegged you for a sweet tooth.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Says the man who brought a bag of candy into the jungle.” 
 
    Truth be told, he usually avoided junk food. Body was a temple, and all that happy shit. But everybody had a weakness, and his just happened to be Jolly Ranchers. He indulged every now and again, and why the hell not? He didn’t smoke, stayed away from drugs, and only drank alcohol on occasion, so he figured a few pieces of candy wasn’t a big deal in the grand scheme of things. 
 
    Apparently, he wasn’t the only one with a sugar addiction. He dipped into his stash and tossed her a grape-flavored candy. If he wanted them to last until they got back to town, he’d have to start rationing them. “You’re not getting any more today.” 
 
    “I can live with that.” She unwrapped the candy, popped it into her mouth, and a look of bliss formed on her face that made him wonder what else would put it there. 
 
    Pushing the thought from his mind, he stood. “I gotta take a leak. Be ready to leave when I get back.” 
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    Much to Hope’s surprise, Wade didn’t resist when she suggested checking the wounds on his back while they took a break under the shade of the dense tree canopy. 
 
    While Hector grabbed a quick catnap, she and Wade found a spot that would give him privacy and her room to work. 
 
    This time, instead of removing his shirt, Wade lifted it just high enough to expose the marks left behind by the scattering of buckshot pellets. She knew he was sensitive about the scars covering his back, though he didn’t seem as hesitant to let her see them this time around. Still, she’d move as quickly as possible in an effort to ease his discomfort. 
 
    “All things considered, these look pretty good.” She set the used bandage aside and tore open an antiseptic wipe. His muscles flexed beneath her fingers as they moved with trained precision to clean and disinfect each of his wounds. 
 
    Thankfully, his pack had shielded him from the brunt of the buckshot. The wounds were nothing to sneeze at, but they could have been so much worse. If he’d been shot at closer range, or if the shotgun had been loaded with slugs instead of pellets, he wouldn’t be acting as if this were all just a giant inconvenience. 
 
    During her time at Landstuhl, she’d operated on soldiers suffering a wide range of traumatic injuries: limbs blown off by IEDs, bullet and shrapnel wounds, and traumatic brain injuries, to name a few. Thanks to improvements in medical care and technology, fewer of them died on the battlefield. She’d stopped the bleeding, stitched them back together, and used every trick in the book to make them whole again. But regardless of how well their bodies healed, it would take them much longer to recover from the invisible trauma that war inflicted on soldiers. 
 
    Hope imagined the same applied to Wade. She didn’t know the full extent of his injuries, but the scars on his face and back were bad enough. A shiver slid down her spine at the thought of the hours of torture he’d endured at the hands of Aranza and his henchmen. Not to mention, being forced to watch his partner’s torture and murder. That kind of trauma took its toll on a man. It certainly explained his desire for vengeance, though she wasn’t certain it would provide the closure he needed. 
 
    As expected, Wade made one of those low, rough sounds that she was beginning to grow accustomed to hearing but wasn’t quite sure what it meant. From what she gathered, it could mean anything from kiss my ass to if you were a guy, I’d punch you. 
 
    Finished with cleaning the wounds, she unscrewed the cap of the tube of antibiotic ointment. The area around each pellet wound was inflamed, which was typical at this stage of the healing process. In a few days, so long as infection didn’t set in, the redness would fade and the skin would start to scab over. “You’re lucky these didn’t go very deep. Another few millimeters, and they would have penetrated the muscles.” 
 
    Another grunt. “Yeah, that’s me, Mr. Lucky. When I get home, I’ll buy a lottery ticket.” 
 
    Though she didn’t want him to know it, she kind of liked his jaded sense of humor. As far as coping mechanisms went, it was one of the least harmful. But behind it was an abundance of bitterness, coupled with a burning impatience and an unyielding desire for justice. It would either help him achieve his goals or get them all killed. She hoped it wouldn’t be the latter. 
 
    Pushing the thought from her mind, she applied ointment to the wounds and slipped the tube back into her bag. Then she taped a large piece of gauze over the affected area and took a moment to inspect her handiwork. “There, all set. That wasn’t so bad, now was it?” 
 
    The look he slanted over his shoulder could have peeled paint off a wall. “Do I get a reward?” 
 
    “That depends on what you want. Fair warning, I’m fresh out of lollipops.” 
 
    He tugged his shirt back down and tucked it into his pants. When he turned to face her, there was something in his eyes that sent an unexpected burst of warmth right through her body. Her breath caught, and she barely resisted the instinctual urge to step back. 
 
    Or did she want to step forward? She honestly couldn’t say. It was as if her fight-or-flight responses were working on competing wavelengths. She wasn’t sure which one she wanted to prevail. Probably flight. It was the safe choice. Flight kept her from doing dumb things she’d live to regret later. 
 
    Trouble was, her feet weren’t in the mood to cooperate, and she cursed her traitorous body. 
 
    His head cocked slightly to the right. “You okay, Bones?” 
 
    Hope blinked a few times, and then her brain latched onto what he’d called her. “Bones?” 
 
    The corners of his mouth twitched. “Yeah, you know, like in Star Trek. You do that ‘I’m a doctor, not a fill-in-the-blank,’ thing that Dr. McCoy always did.” 
 
    The reference triggered a memory from what seemed like a lifetime ago, and she couldn’t help but smile. “That used to be one of the running jokes among the residents at Fort Bragg.” She summoned her best, albeit crappy, Dr. McCoy impression. “‘I’m a doctor, not a vending machine repairman. I’m a doctor, not a plumber. I’m a doctor, not a doc—oh, yeah, that’s right. Pass the scalpel.’” 
 
    His mouth seemed on the verge of smiling, and at that moment, she would have given just about anything to see it happen. “Which do you prefer, old or new McCoy?” 
 
    That was easy. “Old McCoy. But I have to admit Karl Urban channels a mean DeForest Kelley.” 
 
    He made a low noise as he rubbed one hand over the thick beard stubble along his jaw. “I should have known. A traditionalist.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “It’s not an insult, just an observation. Am I right?” 
 
    “No, not really.” Decisive? Yes. Organized? Of course. But she’d never been one to cling to tradition, not even when she was a child struggling for normal after losing her parents. If new was indeed improved, she’d pitch out the old without a second thought. However, that wasn’t always the case, and she tried to keep an open mind. “As much as I like the original Lieutenant Uhura, I think Zoe Saldana’s take on the character is an improvement.” 
 
    Wade watched her for a lingering moment, an odd expression on his face, as though he stood at a fork in the road and was undecided on which path to travel. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said at last, and she found the deep rumble of his voice oddly soothing. “For not making a big deal out of…you know.” 
 
    Yes, she did, but she shrugged it off because she knew that was what he wanted. It would make him less uncomfortable. Those scars were probably the only things in his life that he was insecure about. 
 
    She mustered a smile. “Just doing my part to make sure we get out of here in one piece.” 
 
    “You will. I promise.” 
 
    She wanted to believe him, she really did. But even if she made it safely back to the States, there was always the chance that Aranza could send somebody to kill her. Or worse, try to get to her through the people she loved. He’d taken her passport; he knew her real name. For a man like him, it wouldn’t be hard to figure out where she lived. More likely than not, she’d be looking over her shoulder every day for the rest of her life. 
 
    Unless Wade succeeded with his plans. She wasn’t comfortable with the feeling that came with hoping he committed murder. It placed her in murky moral waters that she wasn’t fond of navigating. 
 
    From the corner of her eye, she saw Hector stir, and she silently welcomed the distraction. As the haze of sleep lifted, his eyes fluttered open. Then he stretched his arms and yawned. 
 
    “Get some sleep?” Wade asked. 
 
    “Yeah, a little.” His gaze traveled from Wade to her. “Did I miss anything?” 
 
    “Nothing important. I changed Wade’s bandage and we talked a little Star Trek.” 
 
    Hector squinted. “Star Trek?” 
 
    “Long story.” Wade checked his watch and he crossed to where he’d set his backpack and shotgun. “Now that you’re awake, we need to get moving. There’s only a few hours of daylight left.” He looked to Hope. “Think we have enough time to make it to that waterfall you mentioned?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. It’s coming up soon, but I wasn’t keeping track of time when I passed it before.” There was a path near the waterfall that marked the upward climb into the mountains. From there, it was less than a day’s hike to Aranza’s compound. Knowing they weren’t far from their final destination sent a ripple of dread through her. 
 
    As if sensing her unease, Wade touched a hand to her back, and the heat of his skin seeped through the thin fabric of her shirt. “If we make it there before sunset, I’ll cook us a real meal for dinner.” 
 
    That got her attention. The prospect of eating something other than meal bars and jerky made her stomach gurgle. “What kind of real meal?” 
 
    “Nothing fancy. I think I have some canned meat in my pack. I could make it into a stew.” 
 
    Her stomach gurgled again, and she prayed it wasn’t loud enough for Wade to hear. “Can we have Jolly Ranchers for dessert?” 
 
    His lips pressed together. “You already ate your after-dinner Jolly Rancher.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. I was hoping you forgot. Can’t blame a woman for trying.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    As the day wore on, the tree canopy thinned, and dappled rays of light peeked through the growing gaps in vegetation. Amid the chatter in the trees, an animal shrieked, and Wade couldn’t say for sure whether it came from a primate or a bird. 
 
    With the slightly higher elevation came a welcome break from the heat. For the first time in days, the rainforest didn’t feel like a sauna. Unfortunately, after two hours of hiking, there was still no sign of the waterfall, and daylight was starting to wane. At best, they had another hour before it would be too dark to travel. 
 
    “We might as well start looking for a place to make camp,” Wade said as they passed a large fallen tree. The undergrowth wasn’t too thick in this area, and with luck they wouldn’t have to search for long before they found a good spot for the tent. 
 
    “Does that mean we don’t get stew tonight?” 
 
    He slanted his gaze to the right, where Hope walked close to his side, her ponytail swinging with each step. “A deal’s a deal. No waterfall, no stew.” 
 
    Truth be told, he was starting to have second thoughts about that. Meal bars, granola, dried fruit, and jerky were starting to get old. An actual meal sounded pretty damn good. Plus, they’d covered a lot of ground today, and a meal of sustenance would do them all good. But his hard-nosed side insisted they hadn’t earned the luxury. Maybe tomorrow, after they achieved their goal, they could enjoy the fruits of their labor. 
 
    As they entered a clearing, Wade’s senses pricked. The hairs on the back of his neck stood on end. Something wasn’t right; he could feel it in his bones. He froze, extending his left arm in front of Hope to stop her advance. Hector came to a halt a few feet away, the question plain on his face. 
 
    “What is it?” Hope asked. 
 
    Wade held up one finger to signal he needed a moment while he tried to figure out what was wrong. His instincts hadn’t screamed this loudly since Guadalajara, and he knew better than to ignore them. At last, the answer dawned on him, and he lifted his chin toward the sky. “Listen.” 
 
    Hope went perfectly still for four or five seconds, and then shook her head. “I don’t hear anything.” 
 
    “Exactly.” He drew his pistol from his holster and flipped off the safety. “The birds stopped singing.” 
 
    Normally, the air was alive with the calls of at least a dozen different species of birds. After a while, you got so accustomed to the sound that it became a kind of white noise. But now there was nothing, not so much as a peep, as if somebody had pressed the mute button. 
 
    Hope’s mouth fell open as understanding—and a healthy dose of fear—sparked to life in her eyes. “Aw, hell.” 
 
    In the jungle, the first warning of an approaching predator was silence. When violence was imminent, animals instinctively knew that keeping quiet and still was their best chance for survival. Question was: what kind of predator were they dealing with? And were they the intended prey? 
 
    Not making a sound, Wade scanned the area, his pistol white-knuckled in his grip as he searched for signs of danger. His pulse quickened, senses heightened. He could practically feel the air move around him. Something rustled in the bushes off to his left, and as he signaled Hector to investigate the noise, a gunshot shattered the quiet behind them. 
 
    Overhead, the birds in the canopy took flight, their wings filling the sky with color. 
 
    Wade turned to find four men behind them, each wearing brown pants, drab green long-sleeve shirts, and wide-brimmed hats with a jungle camouflage pattern. Each was armed with an automatic rifle that was aimed in their direction. 
 
    One of the men lowered his weapon and stepped forward, and the punch of recognition made Wade’s blood pressure skyrocket. 
 
    He didn’t know the guy’s name. They’d never used them while he and Carmen were being tortured. But he vividly remembered the hours of pain, the degradation, and how much the asshole had enjoyed inflicting it. 
 
    The man grinned, flashing a set of tobacco-stained teeth that were badly in need of a dentist. A snake tattoo slithered down the left side of his neck, while a silver loop pierced one eyebrow. When he spoke in Spanish, his voice carried a distinct accent typically heard in the northern part of Mexico. “Drop your weapons and put your hands behind your heads.” 
 
    Though reluctant, Wade gave Hope a slight nod as he complied with the command, dropped his shotgun and pistol to the ground. He stretched his arms, loosely twining his fingers, and placed his open palms behind his head. All the while, he watched the man as he approached, waiting for the right moment to spring into action. 
 
    “You’re dumber than I thought. Only an idiot would come back for more,” the man said in Spanish as he stepped closer.  
 
    Another eight or ten feet. and he’d be within striking distance.  
 
    He stopped in front of Hope and gave her a long, unsettling appraisal. “At least you brought us a snack. Too bad El Señor said we can’t have her until after he’s done with her. She’ll be too ugly by then.” 
 
    Eyes narrowed, Hope glared at the guy, but she had enough sense to keep her mouth shut.  
 
    If she kept it together, they might stand a chance of getting out of this alive. 
 
    Frustration tightened Wade’s jaw when the asshole tossed Hector a pair of metal handcuffs. “Hands behind his back. Make sure they’re tight, or I’ll shoot your balls off.” 
 
    Hector’s Adam’s apple bobbed when he swallowed. Cuffs in hand, he crossed to Wade, reluctance plain on his face. With his free hand, he gripped Wade’s right arm and lowered it behind his back. 
 
    “Don’t do it, man,” Hector murmured as he locked the cuff around Wade’s wrist, the metal digging into his skin. “We’ll find a way out of this.” 
 
    Yeah, right. He’d thought the same thing in Guadalajara, and look how well that turned out. This time, he knew better, and he’d rather die than let history repeat itself. 
 
    Three men still had their rifles aimed at them, and Wade sure as shit didn’t like the way one of them kept leering at Hope. To her credit, she hadn’t freaked out yet, though he noticed the slight widening of her eyes and the rapid pulse at the base of her throat. Overall, she had a pretty good poker face, but he doubted it would hold for much longer, especially if that bastard decided he wanted a taste before they delivered her to Aranza. After everything she’d done for them, he’d give his last dying breath to ensure she avoided the same fate as Carmen. 
 
    Every protective instinct Wade possessed exploded into overdrive. He had to act fast, before Hector closed the other cuff around his left wrist, because as soon as that happened, their chances of survival decreased substantially. 
 
    In his mind, Wade mapped out a rough plan of attack: dive for his gun, shoot the asshole to his right, and use the guy’s body as a shield while he fired on the other three men. There was absolutely no room for error. His aim had to be perfect. Odds were, at least one of them would get shot, but doing nothing meant death for them all. 
 
    He caught Hope’s gaze, and the tightly contained terror in her eyes hardened his resolve. No way would he allow her to be brutalized. He’d rather take a bullet than let that happen. Slowly, he tipped his head toward the ground, hoping she’d understand what he wanted her to do when the bullets started flying. 
 
    Unfortunately, he had no way of alerting Hector to his plan. He’d apologize for that later—if they survived. 
 
    An eerie sense of calm settled over him as he slipped into attack mode. Adrenaline surged through his veins. His heart pounded in his chest. Using all of his strength, Wade elbowed Hector in the gut with his uncuffed arm. Hector grunted as he doubled over. Not wasting any time, Wade spun around, grabbed Hector’s arm, and slung him at the guy with the snake tattoo. The pair crashed to the ground in a tangle of limbs and a torrent of Spanish profanity. 
 
    Time seemed to slow to a crawl when Wade pivoted to the right and dove for his gun. As his hand wrapped around the pistol’s grip, a pair of gunshots split the air and two of the armed men dropped to the ground like sacks of wet cement. A third shot rang out less than a second later, taking out the third gunman. 
 
    On the ground a few feet away, Hector and the guy with the snake tattoo struggled for control of an automatic rifle. Hector was putting up a pretty good fight, but the other man was younger, taller, and outweighed him by a good forty pounds. He knocked Hector out with a cross to the jaw, rolled on top of him, and grabbed for the weapon. 
 
    Acting purely on instinct, Wade raised the barrel of his gun and fired two quick rounds. Blood sprayed the air as the man’s body jerked. His mouth fell open, his eyes wide with shock. Slowly, his body sagged sideways and hit the ground with a meaty thud, the rifle slipping from his grip. 
 
    Wade crossed to the man, kicked the rifle out of reach, and checked his pulse to verify he was dead. Then he looked to where the other gunshots had come from and his jaw just about hit the dirt. 
 
    “Austin?”  
 
    Incredulous, Wade gawked at his older brother, shocked to see him but grateful for the assist. His ego would rather believe that he could’ve handled those guys on his own, but in reality, the chances of all three of them making it out alive had been slim at best. Jackson and Navarre, both employees of Six Points Tactical & Security, the Flint family business, stood a few feet behind his brother, their rifles still raised and at the ready. 
 
    “How the fuck did you find me?” 
 
    “How the fuck do you think?” With a scowl on his face, Austin closed the distance between them in a dozen or so long strides. Like Jackson and Navarre, he was dressed in full camo and carried a bulging pack on his back. A rifle hung from a strap off his shoulder, while a pistol rested in a shoulder holster on his left side. His jet-black hair was buzzed close to his scalp, and the stubble of his beard was close to the same length. His angular face was a mask of surly attitude, which was pretty much standard for Austin. 
 
    More likely than not, their sister Larissa had performed her own special brand of computer jiu-jitsu to uncover his airline reservation. From there, it would have gotten much harder to hunt him down, as he’d switched to cash when he landed in Mexico City to avoid leaving a digital footprint. 
 
    Then again, it might not have been hard to track his movements. Between his build and his scars, he stood out in a crowd, but there was only so much he could do about that. 
 
    When Austin got close, he tagged Wade with a lightning-fast cross to the jaw, sending his head snapping back. “That’s for all of the nights I slept in the woods or in some shitty hotel room, when I should have been in bed with my wife. And this”—another blow, this one to the gut—“is for making Larissa cry.” 
 
    Christ, he’d almost forgotten how hard his older brother could punch. It felt like he’d been kicked by a mule. The coppery tang of blood filled his mouth, and it took a great deal of effort not to throw up. 
 
    “Enough! What the hell is wrong with you?” Hope wedged herself between the two men and glared up at Austin with her hands planted on her hips. It was almost comical—she was so much smaller than his brother—but that didn’t stop her from acting as though she were some sort of superhero. 
 
    Not that he needed the help, but he appreciated the gesture. And on some level, though he refused to acknowledge it, it kind of turned his crank. 
 
    Austin fixed his steely glare on Hope. Most people would have been intimidated by two hundred-plus pounds of pissed off ex-Marine, but she didn’t so much as flinch. “No offense, lady, but who the hell are you?” 
 
    “She’s my guide.” Wade straightened, refusing to let his expression show how much that last punch hurt. “Dr. Hope Chandler, this is my brother, Austin Flint.” 
 
    His brother cocked one eyebrow. “Doctor?” 
 
    “I was abducted by Roberto Aranza. His mother had cancer, and he needed somebody to provide her with medical care. Shortly after her death, I escaped from the compound and had the misfortune of crossing paths with your brother. If you want more details, you’ll have to ask him.” She shifted her gaze to the men standing behind Austin. “And you are?” 
 
    The tall, heavily muscled black man tipped his head in greeting. A hint of humor curved his mouth. His head was bald, his arms heavily tattooed, while his deep voice sounded smoother than velvet. “The name’s Jackson, ma’am. And this here’s Navarre.” 
 
    Unlike Jackson, Navarre was average height with a wiry build that could easily be mistaken for scrawny. In the field, he often used that misguided assumption to his advantage. A faded Miami Dolphins ball cap covered his short brown hair, while his fair skin sported a light burn. He gave a tight nod, his expression all business. “Pleased to meet you, ma’am.” 
 
    “Likewise.” She gestured to Jackson’s rifle. “That was some pretty impressive shooting. What kind of rifle is that?” 
 
    His gaze went down to the weapon and then back up to her. “AK-47. Not my usual rifle of choice, but…well, you know. We’re not in the States. Had to make do with what’s available.” 
 
    “What do you shoot when you’re back in the States?” 
 
    “That depends on what I’m shooting at. For perimeter defense, I use an FN SCAR. For home protection, I got a Mossberg twelve gauge.” 
 
    Hope’s eyebrows rose. “That’s a heavy duty gun for self-defense.” 
 
    He lifted and lowered one massive shoulder. “Don’t have to worry about accuracy with a twelve gauge, especially if you load it with double-aught shot. It’s messy, but you never miss.” 
 
    “So I’ve heard.” She slanted a look to Wade, a trace of humor warming her mouth. 
 
    Hector stood, his hair sticking out in twenty different directions and his clothes scuffed with dirt. Aside from a cut on his forehead and a bruise along his jaw, he didn’t appear to be harmed. He rubbed his torso where Wade had elbowed him and grimaced. “A little warning would have been nice. I think you broke a rib.” 
 
    “Sorry about that.” Wade clapped a hand to his shoulder. “There wasn’t any way to let you know without tipping them off.” 
 
    The look on Hector’s face said what he thought of Wade’s response, but he didn’t utter a word about it. Instead, he extended his hand to Austin, and a thin smile warmed his face. “It’s great to see you again, man. Your timing’s impeccable. Thanks for the help.” 
 
    “No problem. It’s all part of the service.” Austin gestured to the dead men on the ground. “We should get going. From what I could tell, they didn’t have any backup, but it never hurts to be careful.” 
 
    Wade couldn’t agree more. With the sun setting, they needed to find a place to make camp, and his stomach was starting to growl. Plus, it wouldn’t be wise to be in the area when the scavengers arrived. With the scent of blood in the air, it wouldn’t be long, and even though he had a strong constitution, that wasn’t something he wanted to see. 
 
    He looked to Hope, and something stirred inside him that he refused to acknowledge. Brushing the sensation aside, he holstered his pistol and slipped the rifle strap over his shoulder. “Lead the way, Bones. We’re running out of light.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    “This’ll work for tonight.” Wade slipped his pack off his shoulders and set it on the ground. After nearly an hour of hiking, it was the only site they’d come across with enough open space and was close to a source of fresh water. And with the sun beginning to dip below the tree line, they didn’t have time to be picky. 
 
    While Jackson and Navarre set out to establish a perimeter, Wade and Austin assembled the tents, and Hector and Hope took everybody’s canteens to the nearby stream to fill. 
 
    “Need any help?” Wade asked as he finished securing a rain fly on one of the tents. They probably wouldn’t need it tonight, but he’d rather have it and not need it than need it, not have it, and end up soaked to the skin. 
 
    “No.” The word came out in a low, angry snarl. Austin hammered a stake into the ground as though he imagined it were Wade’s head. 
 
    Wade understood his brother’s anger. If their positions were reversed, he’d probably feel the same way. But there was only so much he could do about it, and the cold shoulder routine was getting old. 
 
    “Would it help if I said I’m sorry?” 
 
    Austin stopped hammering long enough to shoot him a glare. “No, because you wouldn’t mean it.” 
 
    That wasn’t entirely true. Wade was sorry his family was upset with him. Sorry for the worry he’d caused. And he was definitely sorry that his actions had made his sister cry. But even if he could, he wouldn’t change a thing. He fully understood that made him an asshole, but he needed to do this, needed justice for Carmen, as much as he needed his next breath. 
 
    “Wade?” The sound of Hope’s voice provided a welcome distraction. 
 
    He looked up to find her walking toward him, her arms loaded with canteens. “Where’s Hector?” 
 
    “At the creek, washing up. He shouldn’t be more than a few minutes behind me.” She set the canteens on the ground by the tent and reached for her medical bag. “I need to change your bandage and apply fresh ointment while we have enough light.” 
 
    Yeah, that wasn’t happening. His gut still hurt, he had a raging headache, and he sure as shit wasn’t in the mood to be poked and prodded. “Later.” 
 
    “Now.” The tone of her voice made it clear she had no intention of taking no for an answer. 
 
    Though he loathed to admit it, he recognized the futility of arguing with her. When the woman got an idea in her head, not even the Jaws of Life and a gallon of Vaseline could pry that fucker loose. Besides, like it or not, she was right. If his wounds got infected, it might knock him out of commission for days, and that was time he couldn’t afford to lose. 
 
    Accepting the inevitable, Wade wiped his hands against his pants as he stood. “Fine, but make it quick.” 
 
    Austin huffed with amusement from where he stood by his half-finished tent. “Wow, I’m impressed. What’s your secret, Doc? I’ve never seen him cave that easily.” 
 
    The urge to shoot his older brother the middle finger was almost overwhelming, but Wade somehow resisted the urge. He chalked it up to personal development. “She’s more tenacious than Larissa.” 
 
    His brother’s eyebrows shot so high they almost touched his hairline. “Seriously? I didn’t think that was physically possible.” 
 
    Wade snorted. “If they ever meet, they’ll either be best friends or tear each other’s hair out.” 
 
    Without another word, he followed Hope to the edge of camp, where he lifted the hem of his shirt so she could work on his lower back. It didn’t feel quite so awkward this time, though he still hated showing his scars. The only thing that made it bearable was the fact she didn’t offer sympathy or show revulsion. 
 
    “Who’s Larissa?” Hope asked as she carefully began to remove the old bandage. “I forgot to ask earlier.” 
 
    “She’s my sister.” 
 
    “Older or younger?” 
 
    “Younger. And only.” 
 
    “Ah.” Hope set the bandage next to her bag. “So that’s why Austin was mad at you for making her cry.” 
 
    Her fingers lightly skimmed over his back as she examined his wounds, and it was all he could do not to squirm. Not because it was painful—to the contrary, he barely felt a thing—but because he didn’t like people touching him. It was a level of intimacy he was no longer accustomed to, not even with his own family, which only added to his feelings of disconnect from the rest of the world. 
 
    Wade fixed his focus on a towering tree and tried his best to ignore her touch. A red-breasted bird was perched on a low-hanging branch, chirping its little brains out. 
 
    “He’s pissed at me for a lot more than that, but that alone is a pretty good reason. Larissa’s not the type to cry easily. She’s practically made of iron.” He closed his eyes as he thought of his sister, and guilt stabbed him like a knife to the chest. Larissa had so much going on in her life: two daughters—one of them a newborn—a demanding job, and a husband who worked as hard as she did. The last thing the poor woman needed was Wade piling more stress onto her plate. “I’m sure she’ll make me pay for that later.” 
 
    Hope’s hands stilled for a second or two before they resumed their ministrations. “What do you think she’ll do?” 
 
    “Beats me, but I’m sure I won’t like it. Her vindictive streak and creative streak have a habit of intersecting.” Though he was fairly certain she wouldn’t raise a hand to him. It took a lot more than that to push her past the boiling point. In all likelihood, she’d use her quick wit and boundless imagination to inflict her own special brand of vengeance. 
 
    Hope let out a low, soft laugh as she retrieved the tube of ointment from her bag. “She sounds like somebody I’d enjoy spending time with.” 
 
    “Not if I have anything to say about it.” 
 
    “Oh, come on. What’s the worst that could happen?” 
 
    Clearly, the woman had no idea who the hell she was talking about. The last hacker who tried to mess with his sister ended up with a hard drive full of goat images. “Statements like that are right up there with ‘hold my beer’ on the list of famous last words.” 
 
    Hope laughed again, a little louder this time, and it did strange things to his insides that he didn’t want to examine too closely. “Don’t tell me a big, tough guy like you is afraid of a little woman.” 
 
    He snorted at the description of his sister. To be fair, it was a common misconception, particularly in the male-dominated security industry of which Six Points was a member. Almost every time Larissa represented the company at one of the trade shows, some asshole made the assumption that she was some sort of delicate fucking flower, and she made them live to regret it. “And though she be but little, she is fierce. That’s my sister in a nutshell.” 
 
    “Shakespeare. Midsummer Night’s Dream,” Hope said. “I’m surprised you’re familiar with it.” 
 
    “Familiar?” Another snort. “Hell, I’m related to it.” 
 
    “I definitely need to meet this woman.” Methodically, she dabbed ointment onto the wounds, and her touch sent minor shock waves through his body, each one more difficult to ignore. “These look even better than they did this morning. No outward signs of infection. Another day or two, you might not need the bandage.” 
 
    “Good.” The sooner he didn’t have to put up with being poked and prodded, the better. 
 
    She placed the ointment back in her bag and brought out the gauze and tape. “So you’ve got one sister. Is Austin your only brother?” 
 
    “No, I’ve got four more.” 
 
    “Wow, big family. Where are you in the pecking order?” 
 
    “I’m third. Austin’s the oldest.” 
 
    Hope let out a low whistle. “Five boys and one girl; no wonder your sister’s fierce. I can’t even imagine what it’s like to grow up with that many siblings.” 
 
    “It had its moments, especially in the mornings getting ready for school. There were only two bathrooms in the house we grew up in, and Larissa usually hogged one of them.” He hated talking about himself. It reminded him of who he used to be, and of how…different he’d become. Needing to change the subject, he said, “I take it you’re an only child.” 
 
    “Yep. Grew up in a small town outside Roanoke.” 
 
    “What kind of work did your parents do?” 
 
    There was a pause, and when she spoke again, her voice had lost some of its spark. “My mother died when I was four.” 
 
    Aw, hell. He hadn’t anticipated that response, and now he felt like an ass for dredging up bad memories. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “There’s nothing for you to be sorry about.” She secured a piece of gauze over the scattering of buckshot wounds. Her voice was light, as though it were no big deal, but it also carried a subtle edge that hadn’t been there before. “It’s not like you’re the one who killed her.” 
 
    “Yeah, but it still sucks. Did your father raise you on his own?” 
 
    “No. He was in prison, serving twenty-five to life for first-degree murder. Last time I checked, he was still there.” She paused again, as though she were giving the words time to sink in. “He stabbed my mother in the kitchen while I was playing in my room, because he thought she was sleeping with a guy she worked with.” 
 
    “Jesus.” Wade fought back the urge to say sorry again, because he knew it would only annoy her. Given his track record, he should probably stop asking questions, but curiosity got the better of him. “So who raised you?” 
 
    “My Uncle Evan; he’s my mother’s younger—well, only—brother. He was twenty-three when he took me in. Poor guy; he had no idea what to do with a kid—let alone a little girl. But there wasn’t anyone else willing to give me a home, and he didn’t want me going into the foster system. I still remember the horror on his face when I told him I got my first period.” She chuckled at the memory as she eased the hem of Wade’s shirt down. “All that said, Uncle Evan made a great dad. He treated me like I was his own. He was there for every science fair and band recital, and when I started dating, he did his best to put the fear of God into every boy who dared to pick me up at the house for a date.” 
 
    The fondness in her voice loosened some of the tightness in Wade’s chest. After what happened with her parents, it pleased him to know she had some semblance of a happy childhood. He turned to face her. “Sounds like my kind of guy. Is he still around?” 
 
    “Oh yeah. He works as a diesel mechanic in Roanoke.” Worry lines creased her forehead as the smile faded from her lips. “I haven’t talked to him in almost a year. He must be worried sick about me.” 
 
    “As soon as we get back to town, you can call him.” 
 
    “That’s assuming I live long enough.” 
 
    “You will.” He’d make sure of it. Looking down, he met her gaze, and his heart kicked in his chest. Unnerved, he coughed to clear his throat, feigning an indifference he didn’t feel. “What do you want for dinner tonight?” 
 
    “What are my choices?” 
 
    “Meal bar, jerky, granola…I think we have some dried fruit left.” 
 
    Her mouth pursed into a pout. “I was hoping you’d changed your mind about cooking dinner.” 
 
    It was tempting, especially when she looked at him like that, but he still needed to smooth things over with Austin, and who knew how long that would take. “I’ll cook something tomorrow.” 
 
    “Promise?” 
 
    “I never promise anything.” From the corner of his eye, he saw Hector walk into the clearing. His hair was wet, his face scrubbed clean. The scrape on his forehead was bleeding again. “Why don’t you check on Hector while I clear the air with Austin? When you’re finished, you can let me know what you want to eat.” 
 
    Not waiting for her response, he headed for the tents, where Austin sat on the ground, his long legs crossed in front of him and his overloaded pack by his side. He was a few months shy of turning forty, but the stress and fatigue lining his face made him appear a few years older. 
 
    “Hungry?” Austin asked. 
 
    “A little.” That was a lie; he was starving. 
 
    His brother rooted through his pack, took out two energy bars, and tossed one to Wade. 
 
    “Thanks.” It was one of those bars that weightlifters used to pack on size, heavy in calories and protein but light on taste. Not that it mattered; all he wanted was something to keep his gut from grumbling for a few hours. 
 
    He tore the wrapper and took a big bite. A little chalky, with a hint of something that passed for chocolate, but it didn’t taste as bad as he’d expected. 
 
    “You need to call Larissa,” Austin said after swallowing a bite of his bar. “She’s been worried sick ever since we found your care package in the loft.” 
 
    Wade mentally cringed. The fact she was worried didn’t come as a surprise, though it still made him feel like an asshole. Not sure he’d come back alive, he’d left a manilla envelope on the bed in his loft with a copy of his will, power of attorney, life insurance policy, and a list of log-ins and passwords for all of his financial accounts, along with a short note advising his siblings not to come searching for him. 
 
    So much for following instructions. 
 
    Deep down, he knew they’d try to find him, but he’d hoped to avoid detection by going off the grid once his flight landed in Mexico. He’d ditched his cell phone and replaced it with a cheap burner phone, only used cash, and adopted the alias that matched his fake ID. 
 
    “You brought a sat phone?” Wade asked, though he already knew the answer. His brother was one of those guys who planned things down to the very last detail, as well as for every imaginable contingency in case things went off the rails, which explained why his pack was straining at the seams. 
 
    The pair of lines between Austin’s eyebrows grew deeper. “I wouldn’t be telling you to call Larissa if I didn’t.” 
 
    “Could you let Hope use it? She’s been missing for months. She’s got an uncle back home who’s got to be worried sick about her.” 
 
    Austin cast him a sideways glance as he chewed another bite of food. “I’m surprised you give a rat’s ass.” 
 
    “Just trying to be considerate. It’s the least I can do after dragging her into this shit.” That was his story and he was sticking to it, even though it sounded like bullshit to his own ears. 
 
    Truth be told, she’d sort of grown on him despite the fact she was stubborn, pushy, bossy, and had a habit of stomping on his last nerve. But he’d also come to appreciate her tenacity, intelligence, spirit, and, yes, her sense of empathy. He even liked the fact she didn’t put up with his shit. What could he say; he had a soft spot for strong women, though that probably made him a masochist. 
 
    Austin grunted. “She can use it later. I don’t want to drain the battery.” 
 
    A spark of temper thinned Wade’s eyes, but he kept it in check. For now. “You were okay with draining it for Larissa.” 
 
    “That’s different.” Austin didn’t specify how it was different, but his attitude made it perfectly clear that the subject wasn’t up for discussion. 
 
    Not that it mattered to Wade. He wasn’t ready to let that shit go. Switching tactics, he asked, “If I contact Larissa, will you let Hope contact her uncle?” 
 
    The question seemed to catch Austin off guard. He paused, the meal bar halfway to his mouth, and shot Wade an incredulous look. “Why is this so important to you?” 
 
    “It’s not. I’m just trying not to be an asshole.” 
 
    Austin stared at him for the longest time, as if trying to read Wade’s thoughts. Or see through his bullshit. It could go either way. At last, he blew out an exaggerated sigh. “Fine, but she only gets one minute of airtime. We can’t afford to waste the battery on social calls.” 
 
    “One minute is barely enough time to say hello. She’s been gone for months; she’ll need at least five.” No way would his brother agree to five, especially for a conversation not concerning a matter of life or death, but it gave him a position to negotiate down from. 
 
    “Five minutes? Are you high?” Austin said around a bite of his bar. He swallowed and washed the food down with a swig of water. “She can have two, not a second more. Take it or leave it.” 
 
    It wasn’t much, but Wade counted the token concession as a win. “Deal. Now give me the phone.” 
 
    Looking totally put out, Austin retrieved the sat phone from the pouch on his belt and handed it to Wade. 
 
    After powering it up, Wade entered Larissa’s number and typed in a text: It’s Wade. I’m fine. Stop worrying about me. He debated whether he should tack on an I love you, but ultimately decided against it. Mushy shit like that simply wasn’t his style, and if he added it to the message, she’d probably assume he was dying and freak out even more. 
 
    After hitting Send, he held the screen up so his brother could see that he’d kept his end of the bargain. 
 
    “A text? Seriously?” Austin made a derisive sound. “You pussy.” 
 
    “Didn’t want to waste the battery with unnecessary conversation.” Even he didn’t believe that load of bullshit. Yeah, he was a total pussy. He wasn’t ready to incur the wrath of his sister just yet. He’d deal with it later, like in a month or two, after she had some more time to simmer down. 
 
    Overhead, the chatter of birds let them know that all was right in the jungle, at least for the time being. Somewhere in the distance, a monkey screeched, and another answered the call. A snake was coiled in a nearby tree, but as long as it didn’t bother them, he wasn’t about to mess with it. Meanwhile, somewhere in the dense brush, Jackson and Navarre were guarding the perimeter, watching for predators of both the two- and four-legged variety. 
 
    “You should have told me you were going after Aranza,” Austin said. “I would have come with you. Hell, we all would have come with you.” 
 
    “I know. That’s why I didn’t say anything.” 
 
    Austin frowned. “I’m better trained for this kind of shit than you are.” 
 
    “No argument there.” Though his brother’s frank assessment chafed his ass in a major way. “But this isn’t your fight.” 
 
    “Bullshit it’s not my fight. You’re my goddamn brother. I know what that animal did to you and your partner. And I know how much it still haunts you.” 
 
    On some level, Wade appreciated his brother’s desire to help. A Marine veteran, he was combat-trained and had seen his fair share of action while serving overseas on multiple deployments. But that didn’t mean he was invincible, and Wade couldn’t afford any more guilt on his conscience. 
 
    Besides, it wasn’t as if he were totally inept. He’d spent the past four years rebuilding his body, making it stronger, tougher, mentally and physically. Plus, he’d worked nonstop to improve his combat skills, both hand-to-hand and with a variety of weapons. Aside from Navarre, there wasn’t anybody at Six Points who could outshoot him at the range. 
 
    “I’m not going to apologize for trying to keep you out of this. It’s one thing for me to get killed. I don’t have anyone depending on me. You’ve got Nina, and I don’t want to be responsible for making your woman a widow.” 
 
    Austin was also the driving force behind Six Points Tactical & Security. Yes, it was a family affair, and each member of the family played a critical role, but Austin was the one who kept everything moving in a positive direction. Without him, the whole thing would fall apart. 
 
    One corner of Austin’s mouth curved up. “Then I suppose I better not die.” 
 
    “I’ll kick your ass if you do.” 
 
    Austin scoffed. He unscrewed his canteen and swallowed a few more mouthfuls of water. Some of the tension had bled from his face, but the creases around his eyes and mouth made it clear that all was not yet forgiven. Knowing his brother, that forgiveness would have to be earned over time. He nodded in the direction of where Hope sat with Hector and tended to that scrape on his face. “I suppose you were lucky to find her.” 
 
    “Yeah. If it wasn’t for her, we would have been forced to abandon the op.” Wade watched her for a few long seconds, and when she laughed at something Hector said, he felt an irrational stab of something resembling jealousy. He turned his head away and found Austin watching him, a peculiar expression on his face. “What?” 
 
    A smile lurked in the corners of his brother’s mouth. “I can’t remember the last time you looked twice at a woman. You look at her a lot.” 
 
    Wade bristled at the insinuation. “She’s an asset. Without her, we can’t find the compound. It’s in my best interest to keep tabs on her.” 
 
    “Nice try, bro, but I’m not buying it.” Finished with the bar, Austin tucked the wrapper in his pack and then nudged Wade with his elbow. “Come on, man, admit it. You like her. There’s nothing wrong with that. I get the impression she likes you too.” 
 
    “She barely tolerates my existence.” That bothered Wade more than it should. He wasn’t accustomed to giving a damn about what other people thought of him. Now wasn’t a good time to start. 
 
    Austin made a low sound. “That’s not true and you know it.” 
 
    Wade stole another glance at Hope and felt something familiar yet completely unwelcome stir inside that cold, hollow place inside his heart where Carmen used to be. He tore his gaze away. “Doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “Of course it matters. After all of the shit you’ve gone through, you deserve to be happy.” When Wade’s frown turned into a scowl, Austin added, “What, you don’t think you deserve to be happy?” 
 
    “I had my chance.” 
 
    “Yeah, you did, and what happened really sucks. I’m not going to sugarcoat that shit. But you’ve been fortunate enough to be given a second chance. That doesn’t happen for a whole lot of people. If you don’t grab it with both hands, you’ll have two things to regret for the rest of your life. Think about it, bro. I want you to be happy.” 
 
    Austin stood and strode to the edge of the clearing, leaving Wade to think about all that was lost, and all that would never be. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    “Think I’ll live, Doc?” Hector asked as Hope applied disinfectant to the gash in his forehead. 
 
    “I don’t know. Last I checked, these types of injuries had a fifty-fifty rate of survival, so the next day or two will be critical.” She was kidding, of course. Though it had bled a lot, the cut wasn’t deep and wouldn’t require stitches. After dabbing ointment onto the cut, she placed a small piece of gauze over the wound and secured it with medical tape. “Keep it clean, and I doubt it’ll even leave a scar.” 
 
    “Thanks. You’re a miracle worker.” Hector winked, and she grinned. 
 
    As he walked away, Hope packed her supplies back into her bag and did a quick inventory: pressure bandages, gauze, tape, antibacterial ointment, suture kit, gloves, hand sanitizer, medical waste bags, thermometer, scalpels, tourniquets, SAM splint, stretch wraps, tweezers, scissors, and more tape—in her book, you could never have enough tape. The ointment was running low, a little less than half a tube left. She hoped there wouldn’t be a need for much more, but she had a bad feeling that wouldn’t be the case. 
 
    Normally, she carried a lot more supplies in her bag, but she’d whittled it down to what she considered the barest of essentials before she escaped from Aranza’s compound. Once she got home, she’d make a point of replenishing what she’d left behind. 
 
    Just as she started to zip the bag closed, she caught movement in her periphery. She twisted her neck to see Wade striding toward her, his expression grim. 
 
    Odds were he wasn’t coming with good news. Perhaps one of the guys had gotten hurt. She turned to face him and tipped up her chin, bracing for the worst. 
 
    But before she could ask what was wrong, he surprised her by thrusting a small black phone with a short, thick antenna into her hand. “You’ve got two minutes of airtime, not a second more. Make it count.” 
 
    Words failed her for the space of a few heartbeats. All she could do was stare at the phone as though she’d never seen one before. Then the full weight of the gift he was offering sank in, and gratitude swelled her heart. “I—I can call my uncle?” 
 
    “Call whoever you want, but don’t tell them where you are. It could jeopardize the mission. Like I said, you’ve got two minutes of airtime. We can’t afford to let the battery drain down any more than that.” 
 
    She wanted to hug him but knew that kind of display of affection would only make him uncomfortable. So instead, she choked out a simple, “Thank you.” 
 
    Two minutes wasn’t a whole lot of time, and she paused to gather her thoughts. With trembling hands, she pressed the power button, dialed the only number she knew by heart, and raised the phone to her ear. 
 
    Uncle Evan picked up on the second ring. A game of some sort played in the background. Judging by the noise, somebody just scored. “What?” 
 
    God, she missed him so much. Tears blurred her vision as she grinned like a fool at the sound of his gravelly voice. He probably assumed she was a telemarketer calling to sell him timeshares or something. “Uncle Evan, it’s Hope.” 
 
    The line went silent for five or ten seconds—even the background noise went away, and she wondered whether the connection had been severed. Her heart sank as the grin faded from her face. “Uncle Evan, are you there?” 
 
    “I’m here.” There was an edge to his voice that hadn’t been there before, but it still sounded like music to her ears. “This better not be a damn prank.” 
 
    “It’s not, I swear! It’s me, Hope. I can prove it. You called me Doogie while I was in med school, remember? Oh, and back when I got my driver’s license, you wouldn’t let me drive the truck on my own until I learned how to change a tire.” She checked her watch. Almost twenty seconds had already ticked by. “Uncle Evan, I don’t have a whole lot of time, but I wanted to let you know I’m alive and safe, and I’ll call you again as soon as I can.” 
 
    The safe part was a stretch, but she didn’t see the point of making him any more worried than he already was. 
 
    A shuddering breath carried over the phone. “Holy shit, it’s really you. I didn’t think I’d ever hear your voice again. Where are you, baby girl? What happened?” 
 
    “I was kidnapped while working for Los Ayudantes. They didn’t hurt me,” she added to assure him. “A few days ago, I escaped. I’m with a group of people—Americans—they’re keeping me safe. If all goes according to plan, I’ll be coming home soon.” She spoke quickly in order to squeeze in as much information as she could in the short amount of time she’d been given. “I don’t have time to explain everything right now, but I promise I will when I get back.” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “I can’t say for sure. Hopefully soon.” She checked the time again. Less than ten seconds left to talk. “I’m sorry, but I have to go; the phone’s almost out of power. I love you, Uncle Evan!” 
 
    As she pulled the phone away from her ear, she heard him say, “Wait! Don’t hang up. Tell me where—” Though it killed her to do it, she switched off the phone and handed it back to Wade. 
 
    “Everything okay?” he asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I—no, not really.” Emotions boiled beneath the surface, and she struggled to keep them at bay. She coughed to clear the clog in her throat and blinked back the burn in her eyes. “He sounded so worried. I think I might have made things worse by calling him.” 
 
    “I’m sure he feels a whole lot better knowing you’re alive.” Wade’s gaze met hers, and she could have sworn she saw empathy in his eyes. “We’ll get you home to him as soon as we can.” 
 
    Hope took a deep breath and tried her best to keep her voice from shaking. “Thank you. For letting me call him.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Don’t thank me; thank Austin. He’s the one who thought to bring a sat phone.” 
 
    True, but she doubted Austin would have voluntarily allowed her to use it. The battery would only last so long, and every minute of jabbering with friends and family could cost them dearly in the event of an actual emergency. Not to mention, Austin didn’t know about her uncle, which meant Wade had to have brought up the subject and made it possible for her to use the phone. 
 
    For now, she’d let him get away with not taking the credit. “Well, tell him I said thank you. After being locked up for so long, it meant the world to hear my uncle’s voice.” 
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    Hope wasn’t sure how long she’d been asleep. Didn’t know what had woken her up. Groggy, she peered out the opening of the tent and caught a glimpse of the half-moon peeking through a break in the clouds. 
 
    Gradually, the fog of sleep lifted, and she became aware of a hand on her hip, the warm, callused fingers lightly stroking the skin just above the waistband of her pants. A bolt of fear shot through her veins; her breath caught in her throat. She’d gone to sleep before the guys, so she had no idea who it was. Hell, it might not even be one of the guys. For all she knew, more men like the ones they’d encountered had slipped into camp. 
 
    Fighting a rising sense of panic, she slowly curled her arm with the intention of elbowing whoever the hand belonged to. But then she heard a low, rough murmur and relaxed when she realized who it was. 
 
    “Wade?” she whispered. 
 
    No response. Judging from the sound of his deep, even breathing, the man was out like a light. 
 
    If she had a lick of sense, she’d push his hand away and go back to sleep. But now that she knew who the hand belonged to, she didn’t mind so much. It kind of felt nice—a warm, steady weight—and besides, what was the harm? 
 
    But then the hand crept upward, his fingers brushing over her belly, and a hot jolt of awareness bloomed in her chest and headed south. 
 
    “Wade?” she whispered again, a little more urgently this time. 
 
    No response. No surprise. The man was still out cold. 
 
    He nestled her back against the muscled wall of his chest, and her breath tripped out in a ragged exhale. It had been a long time since she’d slept beside a man, and she had to admit she kind of liked the hard, strong feel of him against her back. 
 
    Okay, there was no “kind of” about it. It felt good. Really good. Maybe a little too good. His thumb brushed the soft underswell of her breast, and it was all she could do not to moan. Biting her lip, she squeezed her eyes shut as flashes of desire rippled through her. 
 
    Christ, what the hell was wrong with her? Common sense demanded she wake him this instant, but a part of her imagined how good it would feel if his hand slid up a little higher. 
 
    A rumble rose in his chest. His face was buried in her hair. But when he murmured, “Mmm, Carmen,” all of those warm, fuzzy feelings she was having turned to dust. 
 
    Annoyed with herself as much as with Wade, she jabbed him with her elbow. “Wake up.” 
 
    “Huh? What?” A few seconds passed before his hand slowly retreated and he rolled onto his back. “Aw, shit. Sorry.” 
 
    The sincerity in his deep, rough voice dulled the edge of her anger. It seemed kind of pointless to stay mad at him when he’d been acting out in a dream state. And once he’d woken, he’d immediately stopped what he was doing and apologized. 
 
    Still, she was curious about the dream, and she twisted around to face him. “You said a woman’s name in your sleep. Carmen.” 
 
    In the pale moonlight, she saw his whole body tense. 
 
    “She’s, uh...” There was a long pause. “Fuck.” 
 
    “Girlfriend?” Hope’s stomach twisted at the thought. How messed up was that? They barely knew each other. Hell, they barely tolerated each other’s existence. She had no business feeling anything remotely territorial. 
 
    “No, she was my partner. The one Aranza killed. We worked together for almost three years.” His words were little more than a rumble in the night. With a grunt, he pushed up to a sitting position and scrubbed a hand over his thick beard stubble. 
 
    “I got the impression you were more than just co-workers.” 
 
    Wade shook his head. “It wasn’t like that.” 
 
    “But it’s what you wanted.” The way he’d acted in his sleep made that obvious. 
 
    Even in the dark, she felt the force of his glare. “Christ, are you always this fucking nosy?” 
 
    “No, not really.” Chin tipped up, she refused to let him derail the conversation with an insult. “But when I get groped in the middle of the night, I think I have a right to ask questions.” 
 
    What sounded an awful lot like a growl crawled up Wade’s throat. Without a word, he turned his head toward the opening of the tent and stared off into the night. 
 
    Hope had been under the assumption that his deceased partner was a man. A woman—one he’d carried a torch for—added a whole new dimension to his grief. 
 
    Losing someone you cared about was never easy, no matter the cause of death. The closer the connection, the deeper the pain, and the longer it took to recover. The healing process was often more difficult for men, who tended to grieve in stoic silence or act out in destructive ways, like substance abuse, bouts of violence, or, in Wade’s case, a quest for vigilante justice. She sympathized with his pain and wished for a way to ease his suffering. 
 
    “Did Carmen know how you felt about her?” 
 
    “Does it matter?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I’m sure it mattered to you. You might feel better if you talk about it.” 
 
    He made a noise to convey exactly what he thought about that. 
 
    Silence stretched between them like the calm before a storm. The air inside the tent crackled with restless energy. She could practically feel the waves of tension rolling off his big body. But instead of ignoring her or lashing out, he muttered something under his breath and turned his face toward her. 
 
    “I never told Carmen how I felt.” The sting of regret tightened his voice and squeezed Hope’s heart like a fist. His words came out low, fast, as if a dam had broken inside him and the words were pouring out. “There were rules about fraternization. If we’d gotten involved, one of us would’ve been reassigned—different office, different region—hell, maybe both. So I put it off, and put it off, always thinking there would be time once we closed the book on Aranza. I shouldn’t have put the op before her. She’s dead because of me.” 
 
    “You know that’s not true.” 
 
    “Yeah, it is. If I hadn’t been such a chicken shit, I would have manned up and told her how I felt. But I didn’t, and she stayed on the team, and now she’s dead.” He looked away for a second or two, and then turned his gaze back to her. “The bitch of it is, I was planning to tell her once we got back from Guadalajara. But then somebody sold us out, and the op went to shit, and…aw, fuck. Why am I telling you any of this?” 
 
    She could feel the raw anguish in his words and wished there was something she could do to alleviate his pain. “The dream, do you have it often?” 
 
    “Every time I close my eyes. Sometimes, it starts at a different place, but it always ends in that warehouse. I can smell the blood, and sweat, and piss. I hear their laughter—and her screams.” He made a low, pained sound, and she wished it wasn’t so dark because she needed to see his face. “A body can only handle so much stress before the brain shuts down. I suppose it’s some sort of defense mechanism. I watched it happen to Carmen again and again while they brutalized her. It was like her mind curled in on itself because it couldn’t process everything that was happening to her body. Every time she went away, they’d stop, and wait, and work on me for a while. And when she finally came back around, they’d start all over again. Eventually, there came a point where she just didn’t come back. That’s when they slit her throat.” 
 
    Hope’s stomach lurched as the full horror of Wade’s story sank in. She swallowed hard against the rising sickness. What happened to him and his partner sounded like something straight out of a Tarantino movie. No wonder he wanted to kill Aranza so badly. 
 
    “They never even asked us any questions.” Wade’s voice was hollow, as if he’d burned through all of his emotions and there simply weren’t any left. “They just did what they did because they could. Because it amused them. Because they enjoyed every last second of it.” He pressed the heels of his hands to his eyes and released a heavy exhale. “It should have been me instead of her. I would have been okay with that.” 
 
    There was so much grief and guilt locked up inside this big, tough man. Her heart broke for him. She couldn’t begin to imagine what he and his partner had suffered through, and she was pretty sure she didn’t want to know. Sometimes details like that were better left to the imagination because she didn’t want the reality setting up shop inside her mind. 
 
    Unsure what to do but needing to do something, she scooted beside him and placed one hand on the broad expanse between his shoulder blades, and rubbed large circles on his back. She could feel the warmth of his skin and the ridges of his scars through the thin fabric of his shirt, and it gave her an odd sense of connection. “I’m sorry. I wish I knew what to say to take your pain away.” 
 
    He grunted, his eyes locked in a thousand-yard stare. “I’ll feel better when that fucker’s dead.” 
 
    “Do you honestly think that’ll make you feel better?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Probably not. It won’t bring Carmen back. But she deserves some measure of justice, and the world will be better without him.” He rubbed one hand along the back of his neck. “Sorry. I shouldn’t have said all that.” 
 
    “There’s nothing for you to be sorry about. Sometimes it helps to let it all out.” 
 
    “That’s what the shrink said. Doesn’t work. Pills don’t do shit either.” He made a low, rough noise that she’d come to interpret as frustration. “It’s not right for me to lay this shit on you. It’s bad enough I dragged you into this.” 
 
    “It’s…well, it’s not really okay.” Her hand stilled. “But now I understand why you did what you did, and that makes it seem a bit better. Thank you for sharing that with me. That had to be hard.” 
 
    He turned his head toward her, and she felt his gaze as if it were a tangible thing. “You have no idea.” 
 
    They sat together in the darkness for the longest time, her hand on his back and her thigh touching his, each lost in their thoughts. All around them, the night was alive with the sounds of insects, frogs, and God knew what else. It was kind of peaceful but also kind of unnerving, because she couldn’t see any of the critters and hoped they weren’t close enough to crawl on her. 
 
    “You should sleep.” The rumble of his voice broke the quiet between them. “It’s late. You must be exhausted.” 
 
    “I am, but it’s hard, even with someone standing guard.” She rubbed her arms even though the night air wasn’t cold. As a child, she’d camped with her Girl Scout troop, but this was a whole other matter. “Last time I was out here, after I escaped the compound, I didn’t sleep for days. I was too afraid that Aranza’s men would catch me if I let my guard down. Or worse, a critter with big teeth and claws would attack me. One night, when I finally gave in and fell asleep, I woke up and found a huge spider crawling on me. It was all I could do not to scream.” 
 
    His head twisted slightly toward her. “You’re afraid of spiders?” 
 
    “Normally, no. Okay, maybe a little. This one was bigger than the one in your bathroom, like the size of a freaking dinner plate, and it was crawling over my legs. I think it might have been dragging something along with it.” Just thinking about it made her shudder. “I think that’s what woke me up.” 
 
    Even in the dark, she could tell he was trying not to laugh. “What did you do?” 
 
    “Not a damn thing until it moved off me. Then I got the hell out of there just in case Shelob had any buddies nearby.” 
 
    This time he did laugh, a low, deep chuckle that carried a note of warmth. It was the first time she’d ever heard him laugh; she liked it, and it triggered emotions inside her that she couldn’t find the words to describe. 
 
    “If it makes you feel better,” he said, “I’ll keep watch while you sleep.” 
 
    Eyes heavy, she stifled a yawn. “But that’s not fair. You need sleep too.” 
 
    He only paused a moment, as if he’d anticipated her objection. “In that case, how about I wake you in three hours and you can take the next shift.” 
 
    “Two and you’ve got a deal.” 
 
    “Works for me. Get some sleep, Bones; we’ve got a busy day tomorrow.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure this is the right way?” Wade asked as they hiked up a steep muddy path so narrow they had to travel single file. 
 
    Hope tossed an annoyed glance over her shoulder. Sweat beaded her brow, while errant strands of blonde hair were tucked behind her ears. “Of course I’m sure. Can’t you hear it?” 
 
    “Hear what?” He stopped to listen, but didn’t notice anything aside from the usual sounds. 
 
    She didn’t respond. Instead, she turned her head forward and continued along the narrow incline, leaving him no choice but to follow. 
 
    Things had been weird between them all morning. That was his fault. For the life of him, he didn’t know what had possessed him to tell her about Guadalajara. Perhaps the dream had been too fresh in his mind, his raw emotions too close to the surface. Or perhaps the cover of night had made it easier to share his pain. No matter the reason, in the full light of day, he felt awkward and exposed. 
 
    Thankfully, Hope hadn’t said a word about it, though the empathy softening her eyes let him know she remembered every last detail. After breakfast, she’d helped them break camp before they set out on what passed for a trail. To her credit, she maintained a brisk pace, and although the guys were in prime physical condition, Wade heard them huffing and puffing behind him. 
 
    As for Wade, he paid no attention to his own breathing; his focus was fixed on the sway of her ass as she traversed the uneven terrain. 
 
    At last, the path led to a large rocky area, and the waterfall came into view. From a distance, it gave the illusion of a tranquil white stream, cascading over moss-covered rocks and into a peaceful pond that fed the river. But as they got closer, the noise amplified, until they had to raise their voices to be heard over the roar of the fall. A fine mist hovered above the water, while a rich, musty scent permeated the air. 
 
    Hope craned her neck to stare up at the fall, an odd expression on her face. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Wade asked, his right hand resting on the butt of his pistol. 
 
    She shook her head. “Nothing. When I passed through before, I didn’t take time to appreciate how beautiful it is.” 
 
    Understandable, considering she’d been on the run from Aranza. He looked at the waterfall, then at her, and decided he preferred the latter view. “How much longer before we reach the compound?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. When I reached this point, I was still pretty deep in panic mode.” 
 
    She caught her full bottom lip between her teeth, a nervous habit she often displayed while working something out in her mind. 
 
    “I escaped around three in the morning. At the time, my only goal was to get as far away as possible. I just picked a direction and ran. It wasn’t until after the sun came up that I started trying to figure out where I was and how to get to the nearest town. By the time I got here, the sun was starting to set. I hiked for another hour or so before I found a good place to hide for the night.” She rubbed the side of her neck. “If I don’t get us lost, I suppose we’ll get there sometime tomorrow afternoon.” 
 
    Wade’s spirits rose. Another day and the justice he craved would be within his grasp. And once Roberto Aranza finally paid for his myriad crimes, maybe—just maybe—Wade could live in peace. 
 
    “We might as well break for lunch.” Austin stood to Wade’s left, his rifle in his grip. Dark sunglasses shielded his eyes. “Could you whip up something to eat?” 
 
    “I don’t see why not.” Besides, he’d promised Hope an actual meal once they reached the waterfall. She’d earned it—hell, they’d all earned it. Cooking some grub was the least he could do. “We ought to replenish our water supply while we’re at it.” 
 
    Austin collected the canteens and headed off toward the water. 
 
    “I wouldn’t mind taking a dip.” Hector stared longingly at the fall. “It’s been days since I took a shower.” 
 
    “Same here,” Jackson said. “It’s a wonder y’all can’t smell me from ten feet away.” 
 
    Navarre snorted. “It’s more like twenty, but who’s counting?” 
 
    Hector laughed, while Jackson cuffed Navarre upside the head. 
 
    As the laughter died down, Wade looked to Hope. “You got us this far; you can go in first.” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, thanks. I’ll help with the food.” 
 
    Her answer caught him by surprise. As a rule, people felt better when they were clean, and after so much time outdoors, he assumed she’d be eager to bathe. 
 
    Unless there was a reason for her reluctance. “Have we not already established that none of us would ever molest you?” 
 
    “Yes, we have, but that’s not it.” 
 
    “Can you swim?” 
 
    The question seemed to offend her. “Of course I can swim.” 
 
    “Then what’s the problem?” 
 
    She glanced at the water and then back to him, her lips pressed tightly together. “Critters.” 
 
    Okay, that wasn’t an answer he’d anticipated. “Care to expand on that?” 
 
    She looked at him as though the answer were obvious. “I’d rather not get bitten, mauled, or otherwise mangled by whatever’s creeping around in there.” 
 
    The answer left Wade momentarily stunned. Aside from a few small fish, he hadn’t seen anything in the water, let alone anything dangerous. “Seriously?” 
 
    “No, I’m just making shit up.” Sarcasm tightened her voice as she crossed her arms beneath her breasts. “God knows what’s in that water. There could be crocodiles, or snapping turtles, or maybe even piranhas.” 
 
    “I don’t think piranhas live this far north.” And considering the elevation and temperature, he doubted there would be any crocodiles either. As for snapping turtles, he had no idea if they lived in this region. Personally, he was willing to risk it to scrape the grime off his body. 
 
    “You never know,” she replied. “Every so often, people find them in freshwater lakes back home. That reminds me, there could also be amoebas or flesh-eating bacteria that you can’t even see.” 
 
    Wade blinked. Blinked again. “I didn’t realize you were this paranoid.” 
 
    “I’m not paranoid. I’m cautious. Big difference.” Her chin hitched up a little higher. “If given the choice, I’d rather not risk becoming a part of the food chain.” 
 
    He found it odd, and somewhat amusing, that this smart, tough woman was afraid of things that went bump in the water, but he had no intention of giving her shit about it. For all he knew, she might be right, and then he’d never hear the end of it. “Would it make you feel better if one of us went in first?” 
 
    She shook her head. “You don’t need to take that risk.” 
 
    “I’m not taking a risk. I just want to be clean.” Truth be told, he felt fucking disgusting. His clothes were filthy, and God only knew what he smelled like to other people. A wash and a fresh change of clothes would make him feel a whole lot better. 
 
    “If Hope’s not going in, do you mind if we do?” Jackson asked. 
 
    “Yeah, but not everyone at once. We need at least two for guard duty.” From all appearances, things seemed safe, but looks could be deceiving and Wade didn’t want to get ambushed again. 
 
    “Flip you for first dibs. Me and Austin versus you and Navarre,” Hector said as he pulled a coin from his pocket. He tossed it into the air, the metal glinting in the afternoon sun. “Call it.” 
 
    “Tails,” Jackson said. 
 
    Hector caught the coin and frowned. “Lucky bastards.” 
 
    Jackson and Navarre bumped fists, dumped their packs on the ground, and began to untie their boots. 
 
    Wade shifted his gaze back to Hope. “I could use some help finding a spot for a campfire…unless you’d rather stay here and watch.” 
 
    An unexpected blush stained her cheeks that he found oddly endearing. “No, that’s okay. Let’s go.” 
 
    It didn’t take long to locate a small clearing that was far enough away from the water to give the bathers a measure of privacy, but close enough to hear if there were any problems. Austin joined them a short time later, weighed down by a half dozen canteens. 
 
    “I’ve got some Sterno if you need it,” Austin said as he dumped the canteens onto the ground where Wade was preparing a spot to make a fire. 
 
    “That would make things a whole lot easier.” No wood to gather or fires to start. Just a simple strike of a match and once they were finished, they could extinguish the flame without worrying about simmering embers. “What have you got for food?” 
 
    Austin shrugged off his overstuffed pack and unzipped one of the larger compartments. 
 
    Leave it to his brother to pack almost every imaginable type of dehydrated food known to man: meats, vegetables, dairy, fruits, and grains, all neatly stored and labeled for easy identification and consumption. Funny, considering his brother’s culinary skills were rudimentary at best. 
 
    “You got a preference?” Wade took out one of the fuel cans that lined the bottom of the bag. 
 
    “As long as it’s edible, I don’t give a shit what you make.” Austin unzipped a second compartment and took out a fresh set of clothes, which looked exactly like the ones he was wearing. “If you need me, I’ll be at the fall.” 
 
    Wade could do a lot better than edible, especially because his brother had also packed a variety of spices. A few recipes immediately sprang to mind. Austin’s pots weren’t any bigger than his, so he’d have to cook two—maybe three batches to have enough food for everybody. 
 
    He cast a glance to Hope, who sat cross-legged a few feet away, her medical bag at her side. “Which do you prefer: ham and cheese macaroni, beans and rice, or beef stew?” 
 
    Her eyes lit up. “They all sound pretty good.” 
 
    “Pick or we’re eating energy bars.” 
 
    That spurred her into making a snap decision. “The cheese one.” 
 
    “See, that wasn’t so hard, now was it?” That had been his first choice as well, and an easy meal to prepare. He blended the ingredients, boiled the water, and while he waited for the meal to fully rehydrate, he started the second batch. 
 
    “Is there anything I can do to help?” Hope asked. 
 
    “No, I got this.” Even at home, he preferred to work alone. In his experience, people trying to “help” only managed to get in the way. Or, in the case of his younger brother Nate, eat half of the meal before it was fully prepared. 
 
    The subtle purse of her lips indicated that wasn’t the answer she wanted. “I feel kind of useless, sitting around doing nothing.” 
 
    “There isn’t much to do.” He slanted her a sideways glance while he stirred the ingredients in the pot. One of their previous conversations popped into his mind, and curiosity got the better of him. “Say something in German.” 
 
    Confusion crinkled her brow. “Excuse me?” 
 
    “You want something to do; I’m offering a suggestion.” 
 
    “What do you want me to say?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Anything. Surprise me.” 
 
    She looked at him as though he were crazy, which very well might be the case. “Why? You won’t understand it.” 
 
    “I know; I just want to hear you speak German.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “Is this some sort of weird fetish?” 
 
    “No.” Maybe. For reasons that continued to elude him, the notion had lingered in his mind ever since she mentioned being stationed at Landstuhl. “I’m just curious. Humor me, will you?” 
 
    She stared at him for a good ten seconds before she cut loose with a long stream of German. Then again, maybe she said something simple like, “You’re an asshole,” but each word contained twelve syllables. Some people considered German to be a harsh language, but coming from her, it sounded almost lyrical. 
 
    “What did you say?” he asked when she finished. 
 
    Her lips twitched. “It’s probably better you don’t know.” 
 
    That made him even more curious. “Why, did you tell me to go fuck myself?” 
 
    There it was again, the twitch of her lips, and after a second or two, it blossomed into a grin that inspired strange feelings inside him. “Now why would I do anything like that?” 
 
    It was all he could do not to smile. He sampled a spoonful of macaroni from the first pot when it appeared to be ready. Not five-star dining by any stretch of the imagination, but not bad for campfire cooking. 
 
    He filled a bowl and offered it to Hope. “Eat before it gets cold.” 
 
    “Thank you.” She settled back against a tree, dug into her meal, and the bliss that formed on her face told him everything he needed to know and made him happier than it should. “Oh, my God, I didn’t think it would taste this good.” 
 
    “That’s not a ringing endorsement.” 
 
    Her eyes widened slightly. “Sorry, that didn’t come out right. It’s delicious, really. I just hadn’t expected dehydrated food to have this much flavor.” 
 
    From the corner of his eye, Wade spotted Jackson as he entered the clearing, clean from his bath and wearing fresh camo, his pack slung over one shoulder and his rifle in his grip. 
 
    Wade gestured to the pots. “Load up before I call the rest of the guys.” 
 
    The big man didn’t need to be told twice. Once his bowl was filled to the brim, Jackson let out a piercing whistle, and Navarre seemingly appeared out of nowhere seconds later, shirtless, barefoot, his gear in his arms, and his boots slung over his shoulder. 
 
    “Grub’s ready?” Navarre asked. 
 
    Jackson nodded. “Better grab some before the boss gets here. You know how that boy eats.” 
 
    As if on cue, Austin entered the clearing, hair wet and wearing clean clothes. 
 
    Wade snorted at his approach. “Usually somebody has to say your name three times before you show up.” 
 
    In a move that shouldn’t have surprised anyone, Austin punched Wade’s arm as he passed. He retrieved a bowl from the stack near the fire and got in line behind Navarre. “Hector’s still at the fall. He said he’d be here in a few.” 
 
    That was probably good because the guys were making quick work of the food Wade prepared. It was a wonder they hadn’t licked the pans clean. He started another batch so there would be enough for Hector when he returned. 
 
    Once everyone had food, Wade filled a bowl with what was left in the pots and reclaimed his seat. Stomach growling, he ate a bite. Not bad, though it could use a touch more salt. All things considered, the powdered milk and cheese had reconstituted well to form a creamy sauce that complemented the ham and macaroni. 
 
    “Good job, Wade,” Austin said right before he shoveled another spoonful of food into his mouth. 
 
    Wade shrugged. “It’s no big deal; all I did was add water to a few ingredients.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, it’s a hell of a lot better than anything I could have made,” Austin said. “Probably the best thing we’ll eat until we get back to Orlando.” 
 
    Finished with his food, Navarre sat back against the trunk of a tree, tugged on his socks and boots, but left the boots untied. “When we get back, the first thing I’m going to do is buy an extra-large pizza with double everything and a case of Bud. Then I’m parking my ass in front of the TV and playing Demon Scourge until my thumbs lock up.” He looked to Jackson. “How about you?” 
 
    “I’m getting Essie back.” 
 
    “I thought you were giving her time to cool off,” Austin said and Jackson shrugged. 
 
    “She’s had a year. I’m tired of waiting.” 
 
    Wade didn’t know why the couple had split. It wasn’t any of his damn business. But he knew that Jackson had remained faithful to Essie during their estrangement. Hell, the man hadn’t so much as looked at another woman. For Jackson’s sake, he hoped the pair found a way to work past their differences. 
 
    “No offense,” Navarre said, “but the last time you ran into Essie, she wasn’t thrilled to share the same air as you.” 
 
    “I’m well aware of that, but I’m willing to do what it takes to change her mind.” The tone in Jackson’s voice made it perfectly plain that his mind was made up and God help anyone who got in his way. He turned his gaze to Austin. “How about you, boss? What are your plans for when we get back?” 
 
    Austin removed his cap and scratched the top of his head. “All I want is a full day off with my wife.” 
 
    “Doesn’t sound like too much to ask,” Jackson said. 
 
    “You’d be surprised.” Austin gave a rueful look. “There always seems to be something to gum up the works. I can’t remember the last time we had a full day off together.” 
 
    “You’ve got to make that happen, boss. You’ve got a good thing with Miss Nina. Don’t mess it up like I did.” 
 
    “I’ll try my best.” Austin tugged his cap back on. “How are you planning to get Essie back?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Jackson shrugged again. “I’ll figure it out when I get home.” 
 
    “How about you, Doc?” Navarre asked Hope. 
 
    She held up a finger to signal him to wait until she finished chewing a bite of her food. “I need to visit my uncle. He’s the only family I have, and he’s got to be worried sick about me. After that…I don’t know. I suppose I just want to sleep in a real bed and eat a ton of junk food. Maybe get good and drunk.” 
 
    “Amen to that.” Jackson bumped fists with her. 
 
    “Your turn, Wade,” Hope said. 
 
    His gaze flicked to her, then back to his food. “Pass.” 
 
    “Oh, come on,” Jackson said. “There’s got to be something you want.” 
 
    Yeah, there was. He wanted to wake up in the morning and not feel the crushing weight of grief and guilt. Didn’t want to be angry all the time. Most of all, he wanted to feel like his old self, to forget about everything that had gone wrong in his life, at least for a little while. But he doubted any of that would ever happen, so he’d settle for simple revenge. “All I want is a bullet in Aranza’s skull. Everything beyond that is negotiable.” 
 
    Hector showed up moments later. “Am I too late for chow?” 
 
    “Not at all.” Wade gestured to the pot with food left in it. 
 
    Instead of a bowl, Hector picked up a spoon, grabbed the pot, and made a space for himself next to Austin. 
 
    “Damn, boy,” Jackson said. 
 
    “What? That’s one less bowl to clean.” 
 
    With a snort, Austin extinguished the Sterno and put the lid back on the can. He asked Wade, “When do you want to leave?” 
 
    “I don’t know. It depends on whether Hope wants to wash before we go.” 
 
    She wanted to; he could see it in her eyes. But stubborn woman that she was, she shook her head instead. “It’s okay. I don’t have anything clean to change into.” 
 
    Oh, for fuck’s sake. Patience exhausted, Wade dug into his pack, pulled out a set of clean clothes for himself, and tossed a T-shirt to Hope. “It’s got holes from the buckshot, but it’s not too bad. You can wear it if you want to wash your shirt. Or don’t. Your choice. I don’t give a shit.” He looked to Austin as he stood. “I’m going in. Watch my six, will you?” 
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    Hope watched as Wade walked away with his brother, torn over whether she should go with them to the waterfall. 
 
    The guys looked so clean, and she felt so disgusting. Not bathing for a week had a way of doing that to a woman. It would certainly feel good to scrub the built-up dirt and sweat off her body. She unfolded the shirt that Wade had given her. No surprise, the plain black T-shirt was huge, but she could wear it while she waited for her own shirt to dry. 
 
    Still, the thought of stripping down in the middle of nowhere with five men in close proximity made her feel vulnerable. They were all bigger, strong, and armed to the teeth. If they really wanted to hurt her, there wasn’t much she could do to stop them. But her instincts insisted they would never do anything like that. To the contrary, if push came to shove, they’d probably die to protect her. 
 
    As if sensing her internal debate, Jackson said, “You’ll feel better if you go.” 
 
    “And smell better,” Navarre added. 
 
    Jackson punched his upper arm. “What the hell’s wrong with you, boy?” 
 
    “Hey, I’m just saying.” Rubbing his arm, Navarre gave Hope a sheepish look. “No offense.” 
 
    “None taken.” That wasn’t completely true, but she didn’t see the point in making a fuss about it. She imagined she must smell pretty damn bad for him to come out and say it, which meant she needed to put on her big-girl panties—or, in this case, take them off—and address the situation. 
 
    Gripping Wade’s shirt, she pushed to her feet, wiped the dirt off the seat of her pants, and headed for the fall. 
 
    When she got there, Wade was already in the water. He stood at the far end, the water waist deep, his eyes closed and head tilted forward as the water from the fall cascaded over his broad shoulders and down his powerful body. No shirt, of course. No pants either, though she spotted the waistband of his underwear peeking above the waterline. 
 
    For a lingering moment, she simply stood there, eyes wide, mouth dry, unable to look away. It wasn’t the first time she’d seen him without a shirt. But before, when she’d treated his wounds, she’d viewed him through the clinical lens of a doctor. He’d been her patient, nothing more. 
 
    Now she saw him as a man. 
 
    He was masculine perfection, his body solid and heavily muscled, with a ripped eight-pack and a smattering of dark hair covering his pecs. No tattoos in sight, a rarity these days, though there were a number of scars marring his otherwise perfect chest. 
 
    “You changed your mind.” 
 
    The sound of Austin’s voice nearly made her jump out of her shoes. 
 
    She spun to the right and found him standing less than ten feet away, watching her as though he were trying to solve some great mystery. 
 
    Still clutching Wade’s shirt, she shifted her weight from one leg to the other. “Yeah, well, one of the guys was kind enough to let me know what I smell like.” 
 
    Anger knitted his brow. “Which one?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. He’s right.” The last thing she wanted was to get Navarre into trouble for telling her what she needed to know. “Is there enough time for me to bathe?” 
 
    “I don’t see why not. A few extra minutes before we move on won’t matter in the grand scheme of things.” 
 
    The doctor in her wanted to argue semantics. In her experience, a few minutes—hell, a few seconds—could mean the difference between life and death. But she kept her big mouth shut, muttered a simple thanks, and headed for the water’s edge, where she toed off her shoes. 
 
    Hope paused, her hand on the snap of her pants, as a fresh round of insecurity assaulted her. Most bikinis covered less skin than the underwear she wore, but something deep-seated and puritanical made her feel weird about walking around in her bra and panties. 
 
    She peered over her shoulder to where Austin stood a short distance away, and a bit of relief went through her when she saw his back instead of his face. It gave her a modicum of privacy, and she appreciated his discretion. 
 
    Then again, it wasn’t all that much privacy, considering Wade was in the water. 
 
    As if sensing her presence, his eyes flicked open, his gaze catching hers, and her internal thermostat cranked up five or ten degrees. 
 
    “You might as well come in,” he called out. “I’ve yet to find anything in here that might want to devour you.” 
 
    The way he said devour sent a tingle down her spine. 
 
    After one last nervous look around, she stripped down to her plain white cotton panties and even plainer white cotton bra, stacked her clothes in a pile at the edge of the rocky shore, and walked into the shallows. 
 
    And stopped dead in her tracks when a chill whipped through her. “Crap, that’s cold.” 
 
    Wade scoffed as he moved toward her. “Don’t be such a baby. It feels good once you’re in.” 
 
    Teeth gritted, she stepped farther into the pond, the water rising with each step until it reached her waist. Then she froze again, her eyes widening with panic. “Oh, my God, something touched my leg.” 
 
    “Relax. It’s probably just an eel.” 
 
    Every last drop of blood drained away from her face. Her voice shot up half an octave when she said, “Eels? Are you serious?” 
 
    She didn’t know anything about eels. Did they bite? Were they poisonous? How aggressive were they toward people? She looked down at the water but didn’t see anything swimming—or would they be slithering?—about. 
 
    Wade made a sound that resembled a snort, a tinge of humor forming on his usually serious face. “Nah, I’m just fucking with you.” 
 
    Outrage had her mouth dropping open. “You think that was funny?” 
 
    “Lighten up, Bones. That look on your face was priceless.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “Jackass. You scared me half to death.” Using both hands, she splashed him with a huge wave of water. 
 
    Something wild glinted in his eyes, and she let out a yelp when he lunged for her. She almost got away, but he snagged her ankle and pulled her back like a fish on a line. He scooped her up into his arms as though she weighed nothing and carried her out to the deeper water. 
 
    She squirmed in an attempt to break free, but his grip only tightened, pulling her more firmly against him. “Wade—Wade, no! Don’t you dare—” 
 
    Before she could finish the sentence, he tossed her in. 
 
    Soaked and sputtering, she popped up for air and scraped hair away from her eyes. Wade stood a few feet away, looking mighty damn pleased with himself, so she did the only thing a mature woman would do—she splashed him again. 
 
    The corners of his eyes pinched. “Oh, that’s it. You’re going under the fall.” 
 
    In the blink of an eye, he caught her around the waist and hoisted her over his shoulder, treating her to an upside-down view of his ass. She thrashed, laughing as she tried to free herself, even though she knew it was futile. 
 
    “Put me down!” 
 
    “Not a chance, Bones. Actions have consequences.” 
 
    They were close now; she could feel the spray of the fall on the backs of her legs. Another foot or two, and he’d make good on his threat to dunk her under it. 
 
    “Stop! Uncle! You win, okay?” she shouted over the roar of the water. “Now put me down.” 
 
    With a sigh of reluctance, he loosened his grip on her legs. As he eased her down, she slid across his bare chest, and she held back a moan that would have let him know how much the contact affected her. 
 
    The air was hot, the water cold, and his body the perfect combination of rock-hard muscles and warm, taut skin. She stared at his chest, cataloging the collection of scars while trying to figure out what caused each of them. Her focus fixed on a round, puckered mark just above his left pectoral muscle. 
 
    “Exit wound from the bullet,” he said, as if reading her mind. 
 
    She brushed one finger over a burn scar on his abdomen, and the muscles quivered beneath her touch. “And this?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” His voice was low, husky. “It must have happened after I passed out.” 
 
    Looking up, she met his moss-green gaze and saw a spark of light, a flare of heat, and unmistakable masculine interest. A shiver worked its way up her spine, and she thought, Dear Lord, I’m in trouble. 
 
    “I, uh…I should…” Her mind went blank on what she intended to say. It was hard to think straight when he watched her like that—as if he were starving, and she were his favorite meal. 
 
    All her life, she’d never gone for men of the tall, dark, and dangerous variety. If she had a lick of sense, she’d get out of the water and put distance between them before she did anything stupid. Unfortunately, her body hadn’t gotten the memo, because she rose up on her tiptoes, pulled his head down, and met him halfway for a kiss. 
 
    Wade’s whole body stiffened for an instant, and then his arms wrapped around her, pulling her close, kissing her with so much passion it nearly set her soul on fire. Head spinning, she ran her hands over his body—abs and chest, shoulders and neck—not stopping until her fingers plunged into his short black hair. 
 
    A growl rumbled in his throat, sending goose bumps over her skin. Slanting his head, he took over the kiss, his lips soft yet demanding as he plundered her mouth with reckless abandon. His tongue stroked hers, igniting a flare of heat deep in her core. Between them, she felt his hard length thicken, and it left no doubt that he was into this just as much as she was. 
 
    She was lost in the moment. Consumed by it. The forest could have burned to the ground, and she wouldn’t have noticed a thing. Nothing mattered but him, and her, and whatever this thing was between them. 
 
    Head spinning, her toes curled against the smooth rocks, and a delicious ache curled low in her belly as— 
 
    Wade tore his mouth from hers, and she gasped at the sudden loss. She could still feel his breath on her lips. The taste of him lingered on her tongue. Skin flushed, mouth wet from his kiss, she stared up into eyes smoldering with desire but also clouded with something that bore a striking resemblance to regret. 
 
    As he brushed the backs of his knuckles against her cheek, he made one of those low, rough sounds that she was starting to find oddly endearing. He blinked. Several times. Then the muscles along his jaw flexed, and the fire in his eyes went out. 
 
    “I’m sorry. That was a mistake.” His voice was rough, ragged. Without another word, he turned away and swam toward the shore. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Nothing good was going to come from staring at Hope’s ass. 
 
    Dark skies rumbled overhead, the promise of a coming storm. The trail they traveled on was most likely a creek during the rainy season, a twisted path that carved its way through the densely wooded terrain. Wade forced his gaze up to the back of Hope’s head, where her short ponytail swung like a pendulum with every step she took. 
 
    In his defense, she had a mighty fine ass, high and tight and perfectly round and—fucking hell, he had no right to think about her like that. They had a business arrangement, nothing more, and the sooner he hammered that through his thick skull, the better. 
 
    Easier said than done, especially when he couldn’t stop thinking about that kiss. 
 
    He hadn’t slept worth a damn last night. Instead, he’d wasted most of the evening torturing himself with the memory of what happened between them at the waterfall. The feel of her wet, mostly naked body against him. That husky little moan. Her fingers in his hair. That kiss. 
 
    Christ, that kiss. 
 
    If he wanted to split hairs, she’d kissed him, but what was the fucking point? That kiss had awakened something primal inside him, a part of Wade that had been lost or forgotten for so damn long he almost hadn’t recognized it. She’d felt so good, so warm, so right, as if she’d been made just for him. If he hadn’t snapped to his senses, God only knew how things would have ended. 
 
    A few scenarios ran through his mind, sending heat racing through his veins. 
 
    He didn’t deserve to feel the way he was feeling. He had no right to want more. Years ago, he’d missed his chance at happiness and he sure as hell didn’t deserve another. Disgusted with himself, he forced the feelings into that deep, dark corner of his mind where he warehoused all of his other inconvenient emotions. 
 
    Picking up the pace, he caught up to Hope and fell in line with her strides. She hadn’t said much since they got up this morning. Actually, she hadn’t said much since they left the waterfall yesterday afternoon. Not surprising, considering the way things had ended, which, in his opinion, made it his responsibility to clear the air between them. 
 
    He coughed to get her attention. “Listen, about what hap—” 
 
    “No.” She cut him off. Back straight and shoulders squared, she wouldn’t even look in his direction. “We are not talking about this.” 
 
    “We have to sooner or later.” 
 
    That earned him a glance, and a snort that let him know she disagreed. “We’re fine, okay? Things just got a little…whatever.” She made a vague hand gesture and muttered something too low for him to hear. “Like you said, it was a mistake. Don’t worry; it won’t happen again.” 
 
    Part of him wanted to push the issue. For better or for worse, it was the way things got settled in his family. But he sensed that wouldn’t go over well with her, and might actually make matters worse. 
 
    Fighting his instincts, he backed off a few steps and gave her the space she obviously wanted. He’d try again during their next meal break, after she’d had more time to cool off. 
 
    Another crack of thunder split the air as the first drops of rain began to fall. Wade sensed a presence off to his right, and he didn’t need to look to know it was his brother. Austin hadn’t said anything about what happened at the waterfall, though it was virtually impossible for him not to have seen it. Of course, that meant it was only a matter of time before he tried to “help.” 
 
    Might as well get it over with. Wade slanted him a look. “What?” 
 
    “I didn’t say anything.” 
 
    “No, but I can practically hear the gears grinding in your head.” 
 
    A thin smile curved Austin’s mouth. “I’ll tell you when you ask the right question. Till then, I’ll just sit back and watch you try to figure it out on your own.” 
 
    A short distance ahead, Hope had come to a stop at the crest of a hill, her hands planted on her hips and her face drawn tight with tension. 
 
    Every one of Wade’s senses kicked into high gear, while his hand went to his gun. “What is it?” 
 
    The pair of lines between her eyebrows deepened. “We’re here.” 
 
    His pulse skipped. “No shit?” 
 
    She stepped to the right and made a sweeping gesture. “See for yourself.” 
 
    Nestled between steep, forested slopes, the compound stood about a hundred yards ahead, a massive, sprawling complex that occupied nearly half of the valley. A concrete wall surrounded the property, while a massive, wrought-iron gate provided the sole point of entry. 
 
    “How did you manage to escape?” Wade asked as he rustled through his pack for binoculars. Funny, he’d never thought to ask her before. When he’d made their original deal, he just hadn’t cared. But now that he saw the compound, he couldn’t help but wonder how she’d pulled it off. 
 
    “I went over the wall, back there by the pool.” 
 
    He gave her a look. “That wall’s got to be at least eight feet tall.” 
 
    “Really? I never noticed.” 
 
    The sarcasm in her drawl wasn’t lost on him. To the contrary; it worked as a subtle turn-on. “How did you get over it?” 
 
    “I dragged over a patio table and stacked a chair on top of it.” 
 
    Made sense. That would have given her some much-needed height. Still, she would have needed more upper body strength than he’d previously given her credit for. 
 
    “That’s some sloppy security,” Jackson said, a note of disdain in his voice. “I’da bolted that sucker to the ground so you wouldn’t have been able to move it.” 
 
    “They didn’t consider me a threat,” Hope said. “They assumed I was a weak, frightened female who had no means of escaping, and even if I did, there was nowhere to run. I made a point of making sure that opinion never changed.” 
 
    Okay, that answer was an even bigger turn-on than the sarcasm. Determined not to let it show, he shoved the binoculars in front of his face and checked out the rest of the compound. 
 
    Ornate fountains lined the circular driveway leading to a massive Spanish colonial house with solar panels covering half of the roof. A sparkling pool was situated in the back, and a second, much smaller building, most likely a mother-in-law suite or maid’s quarters, was tucked off to the side. At the back of the compound, right against the north wall, was a large, free-standing building. Barracks for the guards? Could be. Or perhaps it was used for storage. 
 
    “It looks like a damn resort,” Austin said. 
 
    “A heavily fortified resort,” Hope replied. 
 
    Wade lowered the binoculars. “How heavily fortified are we talking?” 
 
    Hope’s fingers toyed with the neck of the T-shirt he’d given her to wear, and he tried not to think about how much he liked seeing his clothes on her. “The number of guards fluctuated while I was there, but I never counted fewer than twenty. Two were at the gate tower, at least six in the main house, another two guarded that big building over there, and the rest patrolled the grounds. All of them carried automatic rifles, a sidearm, and two-way radios. Some had knives, but I don’t think it was a requirement.” 
 
    It was a blatant show of force, designed to let people know that Aranza was not a man to be fucked with. Not surprising, considering the legions of enemies he’d acquired over the years. 
 
    Wade wasn’t the only person who wanted to put a bullet in the drug lord, but he was the most determined to make it happen. He raised the binoculars to his eyes once again and watched the two guards at the gate. “Do the patrols run day and night?” 
 
    “Yes. At night, the whole place is lit like a prison yard.” 
 
    Now that she mentioned it, he noticed the floodlights positioned above the perimeter wall, which meant a nighttime raid wouldn’t give them an advantage. More likely than not, there were surveillance cameras as well, which would eliminate the element of surprise. “Do the guards patrol outside the perimeter walls?” 
 
    “I can’t say for sure, but it wouldn’t surprise me.” 
 
    “Dogs?” 
 
    “None.” 
 
    Well, at least there was that. His focus shifted to the building in the back. Two stories tall, with floodlights fitted beneath the eaves, it was large enough to fit a semi. No windows. The front entrance consisted of a roll-up metal door, with a standard door to its right. There were bushes planted along the side, as if someone thought it would make the structure less noticeable. “What’s in the brown building?” 
 
    “I have no idea. I wasn’t allowed to wander that far. During the day, and sometimes at night, they brought me to the main house to tend to Olivia, Beto’s mother. The rest of the time, they kept me locked in that small building attached to the main house.” 
 
    “How well do you know the layout of the main house?” 
 
    “Not very. Whenever they brought me in, they led me directly to Olivia’s room, which was toward the front near the kitchen. At the end of the day, I went out the exact same way.” 
 
    It was the answer he’d expected but it disappointed him all the same. “All right, let’s get to work. Jackson and Navarre, we could use some trip lines to let us know if we’re about to have company. Austin and Hope can set up camp. Hector, you’re with me. I want a better look at that gate.” 
 
    Using the dense underbrush for cover, they skirted the perimeter of the property until they reached the front—and only—entrance. Wade stared through his binoculars at the compound below, his anger building, senses sharpening. His impulsive side wanted to storm the place like a berserker, but common sense kept him rooted in place. 
 
    For years, he’d been waiting for this moment to arrive, and he wasn’t about to blow it. In time, there would be swift and blinding vengeance, but not until they knew exactly what they were dealing with. 
 
    “It’s a wonder Hope made it out,” Hector said from where he sat a few feet away. “That place is locked down tighter than a virgin on prom night.” 
 
    Wade grunted in agreement, his gaze still riveted to the men in the towers, both armed with high-power rifles. Security might not have been as tight prior to her escape. Also, it was possible the row of trees along the side of the house obscured the guards’ view enough for her to slip over the wall unnoticed. Or maybe she just got lucky. No matter the reason, it was a damn good thing she got out when she did. 
 
    “I was thinking. About Hope,” Hector said as they stood to leave. “She kept her end of the bargain.” 
 
    “Yeah, she did.” And that meant he was duty-bound to honor his promise to bring her to the American consulate. If he remembered correctly, the closest consular agency was in Oaxaca, a few hours’ drive from Viento Tranquilos. 
 
    But he didn’t want to escort her to the consulate. He wanted to stay here and rain fire on Aranza. It was going to take time to study his movements, to learn how his men operated. To pinpoint the flaws in his security and determine the best ways to exploit them. Odds were they’d only have one shot to take the bastard out. He didn’t want it wasted because of a missed detail. 
 
    Careful not to set off any of the traps Jackson and Navarre had set, they headed back to camp. There was another reason for Wade’s reluctance, one he refused to acknowledge. He pictured Hope, and that reason made his chest uncomfortably tight. He refused to acknowledge that too. 
 
    “Look, man. I get it. Now that we’re here, you don’t want to leave.” Hector stepped over a tripwire and ducked a low-hanging branch. “Why don’t you let me take her? You can stay here with the guys and start the surveillance. By the time I get back, you’ll be ready to move on the compound.” 
 
    The idea appealed to Wade, but there was one potential pitfall. “It might not be safe for just the two of you. Jackson and Navarre should tag along for backup.” 
 
    Hector scoffed. “You worry too much. We’ll be just fine. Two more people would just slow us down.” He patted the side of his waist, where his gun rested in its holster. “Besides, if anything happens, you know I can handle myself.” 
 
    “I know. It’s just—” Just what? That he didn’t want Hope to leave? That he’d miss having her around? That he was—yes, damn it—attracted to her? There wasn’t any point in denying it. Just looking at the woman made his body hum. And it wasn’t just physical. He’d grown to like her as a person, and he appreciated her grit and intelligence. 
 
    But his attraction to her was all the more reason to send her far away. Those kinds of emotions clouded the mind and made a man sloppy, and he couldn’t afford to make a mistake when lives were on the line. 
 
    Most important, he didn’t want to risk her suffering the same fate as Carmen. 
 
    In the end, the decision was easy. 
 
    A deal was a deal, and it would keep her safe. Not to mention, it also moved Hector out of the line of fire. No offense to his friend. Hector was a damn good agent, and Wade appreciated his commitment to bringing Aranza to justice, but he wasn’t a trained soldier. If Austin and the guys stayed here with Wade, they could move on the compound before Hector returned. 
 
    The dense flora opened to the small open area where the guys had set up camp. The tents were assembled, and a space had been cleared for a campfire. Hope sat in front of one of the tents, rooting through her bag. She looked up at their approach, and the smile on her face put a knot in Wade’s chest and cemented the decision in his mind. 
 
    He gave a tight nod to Hector. “Be careful, all right?” 
 
    “Of course. You know me.” Hector winked. “I won’t let her out of my sight until she walks through the consulate gate.” 
 
    “Thanks, man. I appreciate it.” 
 
    “No problem. It’s just one of the many services I offer.” Hector clapped Wade’s shoulder. “We should probably leave while we still have a few hours’ daylight. I’ll give you a minute to say good-bye.” 
 
    A lump rose in Wade’s throat as he crossed the short distance to Hope. He swallowed hard to force it down. “Hector’s going to escort you to the consulate while we take care of business here. Thanks. For all your help. We couldn’t have found the compound without you.” 
 
    Something that looked an awful lot like disappointment crossed her face. “It’s no big deal. Just keeping my part of the bargain.” 
 
    “Yeah. Well.” Part of him felt guilty about making her do that, but he couldn’t think of another way they could have found the compound on their own. 
 
    Her gaze met his, and the warmth in her eyes stirred his soul. “It might not be a bad idea for me to hang around a while longer. You could use a doctor, you know, in case anybody gets hurt.” 
 
    It was so damn tempting to take her up on the offer, and not just because of his reluctance to see her go. When the bullets started flying, there was a pretty good chance someone might get hurt—or worse. A doctor would certainly come in handy. But a promise was a promise, and he’d given his word to deliver her to the consulate once she’d kept her end of the bargain and before the killing started. 
 
    Wade stared down at her, burning the image into his mind. In all likelihood, this would be the last time he’d ever see her. Never again would he hear her voice, see her smile, or feel her lips against his, and the knowledge churned in his gut like broken glass. 
 
    Needing space to keep himself from doing something stupid, he moved back a step and shoved his hands in his pockets. “I appreciate the offer, but a deal’s a deal. Pack your things; you’re leaving as soon as Hector’s ready.” 
 
    He reached into the side pocket of his backpack and pulled out the bag with his last few Jolly Ranchers. It wasn’t much, a pathetic excuse for a gift, but it was the only thing of value he had to offer. “Here. For the hike back.” 
 
    She looked down at the candy, then back up to him. “I can’t take them all. You keep some.” 
 
    “No, it’s okay. I’ll have Hector buy another bag while he’s in town.” 
 
    “Well, okay. Thank you.” It wasn’t often that she smiled in his presence, but when she did, it shined a light on all of the dark spaces inside him. She stuffed the candy into her bag. “So, uh…I guess this is good-bye.” 
 
    “Yeah.” The word stuck in his throat as he fought the almost overwhelming urge to touch her. He couldn’t afford these kinds of emotions. They led to fatal mistakes. The scars on his face served as a painful reminder every time he looked at a mirror. 
 
    Eye on the mission, he told himself as he shoved those inconvenient emotions into the hollow part of his heart where memories of Carmen lingered. “If you need anything once you reach the consulate, call Larissa Falco at Six Points Security in Florida. Tell her I sent you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Using the dense undergrowth for cover, Wade adjusted his grip on the binoculars as he watched a convoy of vehicles drive along the rutted dirt road toward the compound. Four of them were heavily armored and painted with a green camo pattern, making the black Mercedes SUV in the middle stick out like a sore thumb. 
 
    Odds were, the Mercedes was armored in a manner consistent with vehicles used to protect world leaders, diplomats, and rich fucks with lots of enemies. Wade was willing to wager Aranza was inside, but the black-tinted windows made it impossible to identify the occupants. 
 
    At their approach, the gate rolled open, and the vehicles disappeared inside. 
 
    It was tempting to creep closer to get a better look, but it wasn’t worth the risk of exposure. They had the element of surprise on their side, and he wanted to keep it that way for as long as possible. If they moved too quickly, it could spook Aranza and cause him to bolt before they were ready. Or worse, it could trigger a firefight that might get one of them killed. So he’d suck it up and remain in the shadows until they had all of their ducks in a row. 
 
    Absently, Wade reached behind him to graze his fingers over the bandage on his back. Hope had insisted on changing it one last time before she left. 
 
    It wouldn’t have been a bad idea to keep her around awhile longer. Another day, maybe two. Not because he missed her, but because there were questions that hadn’t occurred to him until now, and he mentally berated himself for not fully exploiting the wealth of information she’d accumulated during her time in captivity. 
 
    From a tactical standpoint, sending her away was the prudent thing to do. She was a distraction he couldn’t afford, especially when lives were on the line. It was best to let her get on with her life. Without him. 
 
    At least that’s what he kept telling himself. 
 
    A short, sharp whistle broke the silence, putting Wade on notice that he was about to have company. Seconds later, he heard footsteps behind him, and then Austin emerged from the dense brush, his face flushed from exertion. 
 
    “We might have a problem,” his brother said. “I need you to come look at something.” 
 
    The tone of his voice set Wade’s nerves on edge, because his brother wasn’t the kind of guy who worried over every little thing. To the contrary, he usually rolled with the punches, so whatever it was couldn’t be good. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. It could be nothing. That’s why I need you to look.” 
 
    Bracing for the worst, Wade followed his brother a short distance to a section of the dried creek bed they’d traveled on earlier. Jackson and Navarre stood guard, their faces impossible to read. 
 
    Austin stopped in front of a breadnut tree and gesture to a section of bark. “Do you recognize this?” 
 
    For a second or two, Wade couldn’t breathe. “Yeah, I do.” 
 
    To the casual observer, the gouge mark near the bottom of the tree trunk would have likely gone unnoticed. But Wade recognized the mark from his years of working undercover. 
 
    Back then, he and his team in Guadalajara had developed an intricate series of signs and locations to communicate with each other. A short horizontal chalk mark on a fire hydrant in front of the fruit stand meant everything was going according to plan. The same mark on a mailbox on a specific street corner indicated he wanted to meet at the previously agreed upon time and place. And the same mark but at a ninety-degree angle in yet another location meant their cover was compromised and they needed an immediate extraction. It was a lot to remember but a safe and efficient way to send a message without saying a word. 
 
    There was nothing worse than the feeling that came with the realization you’d made a serious tactical error. Because when you made mistakes like that, people died. 
 
    He had no idea what this particular mark meant, but he knew it was a signal to someone nearby. 
 
    And Hector had been the one to leave it. 
 
    “It wasn’t here before we made camp,” Navarre said. 
 
    “Are you sure?” Wade asked, though he already knew the answer. A sinking feeling crept over him. He didn’t want to believe his own eyes. He didn’t want it to be true. 
 
    “Positive.” Navarre shifted his weight from one leg to the other. His posture was stiff, his grip tight on his rifle, while his eyes continued to scour the area for the least little sign of danger. Clearly, he knew as well as Wade did that things had gone seriously sideways. “I saw another one just like it the day before we caught up with you. Didn’t think much of it at the time.” 
 
    Austin crouched beside him, his brows drawn together and his lips a grim slash. “Any idea what it means?” 
 
    “Yeah, it means I’m a fucking idiot.” The betrayal hurt like a knife to the chest and tasted like ash in his mouth. He’d been played for a fool by the man he’d trusted for years. A man he’d treated like family. 
 
    How could he have been so stupid? Had any of their friendship been real? It made him wonder just how far back Hector’s treachery extended. Was this a recent development, or had he been the reason for what went down in Guadalajara? 
 
    All of those questions would have to wait. There were more important matters to deal with. “He’s got Hope.” 
 
    Not knowing what the traitorous asshole planned to do with her chilled Wade’s blood. Best-case scenario, he was leading her to safety and away from whatever Aranza intended to do to him and the guys. Worst-case scenario… his heart seized as the horror of Carmen’s last moments flashed in front of his eyes. 
 
    He’d die before he let that happen to Hope. 
 
    “What’s the plan, Wade?” Austin asked. 
 
    Wade stared at the gash on the tree while he silently assessed the situation. His closest friend had fucked them over and most likely set them up to be slaughtered. That might explain the convoy—reinforcements for whatever Aranza had planned. He didn’t intend to hang around long enough to find out. 
 
    He also had no intention of letting Hector slip away unscathed. But his number-one priority was ensuring Hope’s safety. If any harm came to her, he wouldn’t be able to live with himself. 
 
    At best, they had a couple hours of daylight. If they hurried, they might be able to catch up with them before nightfall. 
 
    Decision made, he stood. “Break camp. We’re leaving.” 
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    They’d been hiking for close to two hours when Hector came to a halt at the edge of a stream. He unhooked his canteen from the clip on his belt, took a drink, and handed it to Hope. 
 
    “Thanks.” The water was warm, but it felt like heaven against her parched throat. But as she gave the canteen back to Hector, she couldn’t shake a growing sense of foreboding. 
 
    Something about Hector seemed…off, but she couldn’t pin down what it was. He still carried himself with an air of confidence, but it was mixed with something else, something that swirled in his deep-brown eyes and hinted at trouble. He’d barely spoken since leaving camp, only giving one- or two-word responses to her attempts at conversation. Perhaps he wasn’t happy with having to escort her to the consulate while the guys planned the raid on the compound. 
 
    “Is everything all right?” she asked. 
 
    He crouched to dip the canteen into the stream. “Yeah, sure. Why wouldn’t it be?” 
 
    “I don’t know. You’ve been kind of quiet. Have I done something to offend you?” 
 
    “Oh, no, you’re fine.” The smile he flashed didn’t come close to reaching his eyes. “It’s just…well, I’ve got a lot on my mind.” 
 
    “Worried about the guys?” she guessed. 
 
    His smile slipped. “Something like that.” 
 
    “We can go back if you want.” 
 
    Hector shook his head as he dropped a purification tablet into the canteen. “No, it’s best we keep moving. I promised Wade I’d deliver you to the consulate safe and sound.” 
 
    She smiled, a little envious of the relationship he and Wade shared. “You’re a good friend.” 
 
    His laugh sounded more like a scoff. “No, I’m not.” 
 
    That wasn’t the response she’d expected. “Why would you say something like that?” 
 
    “Because it’s true,” he said simply. 
 
    “No, it’s not. You came all this way to help him find justice. I don’t have any friends who’d be willing to do something like that for me.” 
 
    “Consider yourself lucky. It’ll be a miracle if he comes out of this alive.” Bitterness crept into his Texas twang. He screwed the cap onto the canteen and clipped it to his belt. “I couldn’t stop what happened to him and his partner. Can’t stop what’s about to happen now. But I can make good on my word to keep you safe, and that’s what I’m going to do.” 
 
    The hairs on the back of Hope’s neck stood on end. “What do you mean, can’t stop what’s about to happen?” 
 
    He didn’t respond, just stared straight ahead, and alarm bells went off inside her head. 
 
    “Answer me, Hector. What’s about to happen?” 
 
    He glanced at her as he stood, and the storm in his eyes had gathered intensity. “Nothing. We should get moving; we’re running out of daylight.” 
 
    Grasping her arm, he tried to lead her away, but she jerked free from his grip. 
 
    He was bigger than her. Stronger than her. Not to mention, he had a gun. Up to this point, she’d considered herself safe with him, but now she wasn’t so sure. Refusing to let her vulnerability show, she jutted her chin and propped her hands on her hips. “I’m not going anywhere until you tell me what’s going on. Better yet, let’s just go back. I think I’ll feel better once—” 
 
    “We’re not going back,” Hector snapped, his voice like the crack of a whip. Then he seemed to catch himself, and the harshness in his features faded as he offered a strained smile. “We’re going to Oaxaca, just like Wade wanted, and I’m going to deliver you to the consulate, safe and sound. Then I’ll come back and help him and the guys take care of Aranza.” 
 
    For a moment or two, Hope truly believed him, or at least she wanted to. He was maintaining eye contact. He sounded sincere. And yet, something wasn’t quite right; she could feel it in her bones. It was totally irrational, but she felt compelled to go with her gut. “You’re lying.” 
 
    When he looked away instead of denying it, her heart sank down to her shoes. 
 
    The way she saw it, there were three options on the table: make a break for it, attempt to overpower him, or convince him to tell her what was going on. Her chances at running were iffy at best, and she seriously doubted her ability to overpower him. That left option number three, though she wasn’t all that confident in her powers of persuasion. 
 
    Digging deep, she touched a hand to his arm and slapped on what she hoped was a look of compassion. “Talk to me, Hector. Let me know what’s going on. Maybe I can help.” 
 
    For a second or two, it seemed as if he wanted to talk. But then he shook his head and let out a heavy exhale. “You can’t. There’s no fixing this.” 
 
    “Try me. What have you got to lose?” 
 
    “Everything.” One corner of his mouth twitched. “You’re a good person, Hope. The last thing you need is to get caught up in this mess.” 
 
    “It’s a little late for that, don’t you think?” She touched his forearm, tilted her head, and caught his troubled gaze. “Please, Hector. I care about you. Let me help. Whatever it is, no matter how bad, we can figure a way out of it.” 
 
    Indecision played over his face, while a war raged in his eyes. Finally, after what felt like forever, he said, “The thing is, Hope, I never—” 
 
    His gaze cut left, to a sound in the distance. Panic widened his eyes. 
 
    Before she could ask what was wrong, he grabbed her arm, jerked her back against his chest, and jammed the barrel of his gun beneath her chin. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Just when Wade thought things couldn’t get worse, life decided to get creative. 
 
    The sight of Hector holding a gun to Hope’s head had his blood pressure shooting into the stratosphere. He was royally pissed off at his friend, but he was even more terrified of what would happen if Hector pulled the trigger. 
 
    From the corner of his eye, he spotted Austin taking up a position to his left, his rifle trained on Hector. Though he couldn’t see them, he knew Jackson and Navarre were in the area as well, most likely remaining in the periphery in case Hector managed to somehow get the drop on them. 
 
    Even in his worst nightmares, Wade had never imagined a scenario where he’d be pointing a gun at his best friend. But here he was. Life sucked balls. “Let her go.” 
 
    “You know that’s not happening.” 
 
    “And you know I’m not letting you leave with her.” 
 
    The lines between Hector’s eyes deepened. “I’m taking her to safety.” 
 
    “Yeah, right, like I’m going to believe a goddamn thing that comes out of your mouth.” 
 
    “I’m telling you the truth. She wasn’t part of the deal.” 
 
    “Oh, but I was. Thanks a lot, buddy.” Wade cursed himself for being such an idiot. This was what happened when he trusted people outside his family. Next time he wanted a friend, he’d adopt a dog. “Was Carmen part of the deal?” 
 
    The muscle along Hector’s jaw flexed as he gave a slight shake of his head. “She wasn’t supposed to be. Things got out of hand.” 
 
    “Oh, is that what you call what they did to her? Out of hand?” Wade’s vision flashed red, while his finger itched to pull the trigger. What a candy-ass way to gloss over the hours of torment Carmen had been forced to endure before they murdered her. The only thing that stopped him from gunning down the bastard was his fear of harming Hope. 
 
    “No, of course not,” Hector snapped. “You think I don’t regret what happened to her?” 
 
    “But you were okay with me getting butchered.” 
 
    “No, I wasn’t. I regret that too. I’ve regretted it every damn day for the last four years.” Hector’s throat bobbed when he swallowed. “Christ, I love you like family, Wade, but I didn’t have a choice.” 
 
    If he had a dollar for every time he’d heard that bullshit excuse while putting cuffs on a perp, he wouldn’t have to play the lottery. “‘No choice’ is an excuse that people use to take the easy way out. How much was my life worth? How much was Carmen’s?” 
 
    “It wasn’t just money.” He had the nerve to sound offended, and that pushed every last one of Wade’s buttons. 
 
    “How much!” 
 
    “Five million.” Anguish bled into the other man’s voice. Under difference circumstances, it would have been convincing. “But there was more to it than just money. Aranza knew about my girls. He showed me pictures of them asleep in their beds. He knew their routines, where they went to school. I had to protect them.” 
 
    “You could have placed them in protective custody.” 
 
    Hector shook his head. “He would have found them. You know that as well as I do.” 
 
    “No, that just gave you an excuse to take the money. Don’t move!” Wade barked when Hector took a step back with Hope in tow. His senses heightened, while his field of vision narrowed until all he saw was Hope and Hector. 
 
    “We’re leaving now. Don’t try to follow us.” Hector held the gun so tightly his knuckles had turned white. “I’d rather not hurt her, but I will if I have to.” 
 
    Hope’s gaze met his, her eyes wide and unblinking. She gave a slight shake of her head. “Don’t. Please.” 
 
    Wade had no idea what Hope didn’t want him to do, but he sure as hell had no intention of letting Hector leave with her. Carefully, he lined up Hector in his sights. This was his closest friend, his mentor, one of the few people outside his family that he’d trusted with his life. 
 
    The man responsible for Wade’s torture and Carmen’s murder. There was no way around that cold, hard fact, though he struggled to come to terms with it. Talk about a mind fuck. 
 
    With one arm wrapped around Hope’s torso and the other holding the gun to her head, Hector backed them up a step, then another and another, edging them closer to the dense vegetation. Wade had a clean shot, but he held his fire for fear of Hector’s finger jerking on the trigger and killing Hope. 
 
    Without warning, Hope stomped on Hector’s foot and shoved the gun away from her body. She spun around, nailed him in the nuts, and when he doubled over, she kneed him in the face. 
 
    As he staggered back, the gun slipped from his grip. Hope took off running straight to Wade, and a white-hot bolt of relief tore through him as he tucked her safely behind him. 
 
    “Don’t!” Wade shouted as Hector dove for the gun. 
 
    Eyes wide, his friend looked up, his hand wrapped around the pistol’s grip. 
 
    It felt as though time froze in its tracks while they simply stared at each other. Years of friendship flashed before Wade’s eyes. He remembered all of the good times they’d shared, both on and off the clock, the inside jokes and misadventures. After his release from the hospital, Hector had taken him to visit Carmen’s grave, and they’d gotten shit-faced afterward. 
 
    Hector knew things about Wade that even his family didn’t know. 
 
    He’d trusted this man with his life. 
 
    And he’d been a goddamn fool. 
 
    “Don’t do it, man,” Wade warned. 
 
    The corners of Hector’s mouth twitched. “I’m sorry. I really am. Hopefully, someday you’ll believe me. But you know there’s only one way for this to end.” 
 
    “That’s not true.” 
 
    “Yes, it is. If I don’t follow Aranza’s orders, Jazmin and Lucia are as good as dead. Or worse, he’ll make them wish they were dead. But if I’m not alive, they have no value to him.” Resolve hardened his features. “Go to All Souls and look for Joseph Scuderi. He’ll be able to help my girls. Tell them I love them.” 
 
    Hector raised the gun and pointed it at Wade, leaving him with no other choice. 
 
    A single shot pierced the air and tore Wade’s heart in two. 
 
    Hector jerked and rolled onto his back, an expanding bloom of crimson staining the front of his shirt. 
 
    Hope rushed to his side and knelt beside him. On the outside, her demeanor was calm and focused as she dug a scalpel out of her bag and used it to slice Hector’s shirt open, exposing the gunshot wound at the center of his chest. 
 
    For such a small hole, there was an awful lot of blood. She covered it with the palm of her left hand, while she rooted through her bag with the right. 
 
    “I could use some help over here,” she snapped. 
 
    Without hesitation, Wade crouched beside her. “Tell me what to do.” 
 
    She lifted her hand and replaced it with his. “Keep pressure on the wound. It’ll help with the bleeding.” 
 
    “Too late for that,” Hector said through gritted teeth, his breathing rough and ragged. Already, his face had lost most of its color, his eyes glazed and unfocused. “Sorry, man. If I could take it all back, I would.” 
 
    “You can make things right by helping me take down Aranza.” 
 
    “Not happening. You know that.” Hector glanced down at his chest and winced. “Shit, you always were a good shot.” 
 
    Wade looked to Hope, and her face said it all, though she tried to hide it behind the veneer of a doctor’s cool detachment. Even at a hospital with all of the proper medicine and equipment, the chances of him surviving a wound of this magnitude were slim at best. Out here, in the middle of nowhere and with only the supplies in her medical bag, it was simply a matter of time. 
 
    The knot in his chest made it difficult to breathe as he stared down at the man who’d committed unspeakable acts to save his children. “I understand why you did what you did, but I’ll never be able to forgive you.” 
 
    “Fair enough. I wouldn’t forgive me either.” Hector grimaced as a tear streaked through the dirt on his face. “Watch out for my girls. Please.” 
 
    “I will. They’ll be safe, I promise.” That was an easy vow. Regardless of what Hector had done, those kids were like family to Wade. As far as he was concerned, the sins of their father had no bearing on them. He’d protect them with his life. 
 
    Hector’s jaw clenched, and then all of the muscles in his body went slack and his eyes stared into oblivion. 
 
    As Hope checked his neck for a pulse, her cool veneer cracked along the edges. With a delicate touch, she closed his eyelids and made the sign of the cross. “I’m sorry. Even if I administered CPR, the chances of keeping him alive—” 
 
    “Don’t apologize. There was nothing you could do.” His eyes burned as he stared at the man who was once his closest friend. 
 
    There were so many emotions bouncing around inside him he didn’t know what to do with them all. Anger. Sadness. The sting of betrayal. But most of all he felt tired. So fucking tired. Tired of the violence that shattered his life again and again. Of the thirst for vengeance that consumed him. 
 
    But he didn’t have time to wallow in pity. There were two great kids whose lives depended on him, so he shoved every one of those emotions aside and got back down to business. 
 
    “Give me your phone,” Wade said to his brother. He couldn’t see Austin, but he knew he was close, and within seconds, the sat phone was placed in his open palm. 
 
    He pressed the power button, and as soon as the screen flickered to life, he entered a number that he’d never expected to call again. 
 
    “Put me through to Whitey. Tell him it’s Wade Flint,” he said when a woman, most likely Whitey Eckstein’s administrative assistant, answered the phone. She didn’t sound like the one who’d worked for him while Wade was at the DEA, but that wasn’t surprising. The man went through admins faster than a frat boy plowed through Budweiser. 
 
    Elevator music played over the phone, a hideous rendition of “(Don’t Fear) The Reaper” that should have never, ever been recorded. At last, the music mercifully ended and Whitey’s gravelly voice came over the line. 
 
    “Wade, holy shit, it’s been what, four years? How are you—” 
 
    “I don’t have time to play catch-up. There’s a credible threat against Hector Bosquez’s family; specifically, his daughters.” 
 
    The line went quiet for a few long moments. Whitey Eckstein had been director of the Houston Division for more than a decade, and had worked for the DEA for almost thirty years. Tough yet fair, he ran that office tighter than an Army barracks. Over the years, he’d grown unaccustomed to anyone barking orders at him, especially a former special agent who hadn’t worked under his direction in years, and it showed in the tone of his voice. “Who’s making the threat?” 
 
    “Roberto Aranza.” 
 
    Eckstein muttered a curse. “Has Hector been apprised of the situation?” 
 
    Wade glanced at Hector, and it felt as if his heart were in a vise. “Special Agent Bosquez is dead, sir.” 
 
    More silence. At this rate, the battery would be dead soon.  
 
    “What—how? Where?” 
 
    “I’ll submit a report once I’m back in the States. Right now, I need your assurance that his family will be protected.” 
 
    “Yes, of course, I’ll put a team on them immediately,” Eckstein said, and the line went quiet again. “You’re going after him, aren’t you? That’s why he took a leave of absence.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” Wade ignored the question. He didn’t have the time or the battery power to give a detailed briefing, and, quite frankly, he wasn’t in the mood. “I’ll contact you when I have an update.” 
 
    He ended the call, his gaze still fixed on Hector, and it felt as though somebody had taken a razor blade to his insides. He wanted to scream, wanted to punch a wall. Wanted to shove the barrel of his gun down Aranza’s throat and pull the trigger until the chamber clicked empty. 
 
    Hanging on by a thread, Wade handed the phone back to Austin. “You got a shovel in your pack?” 
 
    “No, but I think Jackson has something that’ll work.” 
 
    “Good. I don’t want scavengers…you know.” Just thinking about it made his stomach churn. 
 
    Austin clapped a hand on Wade’s shoulder. “We’ll take care of it, bro.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Myriad emotions boiled under the surface, and he wasn’t sure how much longer he’d be able to keep them all under control. Needing time alone to get his head on straight, he picked a direction and walked. 
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    Losing a patient was one of the worst things a doctor could experience. It forced you to question every one of your actions and every decision you’d made, and whether you could have done anything differently to achieve a better outcome. 
 
    Regardless of the circumstances, this time was no different. Hope peered down at Hector’s lifeless body as scenarios played through her mind. 
 
    “There was no way you could have saved him,” Austin said, as if reading her thoughts. 
 
    “My brain knows that, but my conscience doesn’t agree.” She dragged a hand through her hair, only to remember it was stained with Hector’s blood but too tired to give a damn about it. Her gaze drifted to where Wade had stormed off and her heart ached for him. She couldn’t even begin to imagine what was going on inside his head. “Think I should go talk to him?” 
 
    “No, not yet. Give him another few minutes to cool down.” He unscrewed his canteen and offered it to her. 
 
    “Thanks.” She took a long drink, not realizing until then just how thirsty she was. “Will he still want to move on the compound?” 
 
    “Yeah, probably more so now,” Austin said without hesitation. “He didn’t come all this way just to pack it up and go home.” 
 
    “But Aranza knows he’s coming.” 
 
    “I’m well aware of that.” He lowered his voice to avoid being overheard. “I don’t think you understand how badly my brother needs to do this. How it’s been eating him up inside. I’ve watched him over the past four years. He’s beyond the breaking point. If he doesn’t achieve some measure of justice, I don’t know how much longer he’ll be around.” 
 
    Her heart slammed against her rib cage. “You think he’s suicidal?” 
 
    “I honestly don’t know. That’s what scares me.” He rubbed one hand along the side of his neck, his lips pressed into a thin line. “The only time I see life in his eyes is when he interacts with you.” 
 
    Her pulse jumped. “Is that good or bad?” 
 
    “Hell if I know.” He shrugged. “I suppose it depends on what that means to you. I get the impression you feel something for him. Am I wrong?” 
 
    She considered saying it was none of his business, but the concern etched in the lines of his face had her biting the comment back. “No, there’s something there. I just don’t know if it’s real or the by-product of a stressful situation.” 
 
    “Fair enough. Whatever it is, be careful. I don’t want to see him getting hurt any more than he already is.” Austin checked his watch. “I better go talk to him.” 
 
    “No, I’ll do it. If you don’t mind.” 
 
    For a second or two, it seemed as though he might tell her no, but then he gave a tight nod. “He’ll probably be more receptive to you. Don’t push him too hard, or he’ll shut down on you. If you need anything, give me a holler.” 
 
    After a bit of searching, she found Wade by the dried-up creek, sitting on a fallen log, his forearms resting on his knees and his gaze locked in the same thousand-yard stare she’d seen on far too many of the soldiers she’d treated. 
 
    His face was flushed, his jaw clenched tight. The knuckles on his right hand were bloody and raw, most likely from taking his frustrations out on some unfortunate inanimate object. Unsure what to do, she sat beside him, dug into her bag for the Jolly Ranchers he’d given her just a short time ago, and held one out to him. 
 
    “Tequila would probably be more appropriate, but since I don’t have any in my bag, this’ll have to do.” 
 
    He twisted his neck to look at her, and the raw pain in his eyes hit her like a punch to the gut. Not saying a word, he took the candy, unwrapped it, and put it in his mouth. 
 
    She waited a few minutes for him to speak. When he didn’t, she asked, “Want to talk?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “It might help.” 
 
    “No, it won’t.” 
 
    “Well, in that case, I’ll just sit right here in case you change your mind.” 
 
    “Not necessary.” 
 
    “That’s okay. I insist.” 
 
    He huffed out a breath of annoyance. “Goddamn, you’re a pain in the ass. You know that, right?” 
 
    She knew he was trying to drive her away, but it wasn’t going to work. No way was she going to leave his side while he slogged through a river of torment. “That’s Dr. Pain in the Ass to you. I didn’t go through all those years of medical school for nothing.” 
 
    He made a low, rough noise to convey his opinion of that. 
 
    They sat together, completely silent, for what seemed like hours. All around them, the rainforest had resumed its normal chatter, a comforting blanket of white noise. More than once, she sensed a presence behind them. In all likelihood, it was Austin, checking up on them. She appreciated his brother’s concern, and the fact he knew well enough to give them space. 
 
    At last, Wade dropped his head in his hands and let out a low, deep groan. “Hector was like another brother to me. I trusted him with my life, and he sold me out. Twice. And here I thought I was a half-decent judge of character.” 
 
    She couldn’t begin to imagine how deeply that kind of betrayal hurt. All her life, she’d never had that close of a relationship with anyone. Well, maybe her uncle, but she didn’t think that counted because he was family. Over the years she’d had friends, colleagues, the occasional boyfriend, but nobody she’d ever felt close enough to trust with her secrets, much less her life. It made her feel oddly jealous of Wade, and that struck her as wildly inappropriate.  
 
    Feeling the need to comfort him, she skimmed her palm up his back and rested her hand between his shoulder blades. It wasn’t much, but it was the only thing she could think of that wouldn’t piss him off. Perhaps she should have left the consoling to Austin; healing emotional pain wasn’t in her wheelhouse. “Some people are better than others at concealing their true nature.” 
 
    He shook his head. “That doesn’t matter. I should have seen it coming. It was my job to see that shit coming.” 
 
    “He was protecting his children. He didn’t have a choice.” 
 
    “There’s always a choice.” Wade bit the words out through gritted teeth. “He should have told me. Hell, he should have told Whitey. Together, we would have moved heaven and earth to protect his family.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I wish I knew what to say to take your pain away.” When he didn’t respond, she continued. “There’s no way to change the past, but we can do everything in our power to make sure Aranza’s brought to justice.” 
 
    His eyes turned cold and fierce. “The only justice that fucker deserves is a bullet between his eyes. You okay with that, Bones?” 
 
    The knot in her stomach tightened. “No, not really, but if that’s what it takes to bring you peace, I’ll find a way to live with it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Wade barely slept that night. For hours, he’d stared at the ceiling of his tent, scrutinizing every second he’d ever spent with Hector while searching for signs he might have missed that could have warned him of the coming shit show. 
 
    Either Hector had been amazingly good at hiding his deception, or Wade had been amazingly stupid. At the moment, he was leaning toward stupid, with a side order of gullible. He hated himself for having trusted Hector. He felt like a goddamn fool. If he hadn’t been so trusting, Guadalajara might not have happened. Carmen might still be alive. 
 
    Shoulda-coulda-woulda. He was an expert at the game. 
 
    By daybreak, his head throbbed, his knuckles ached, and his eyes felt as though they’d been rubbed raw with sandpaper. Yawning, he pushed up to a seated position and rubbed a hand over the rough stubble along his jaw. 
 
    He peered to his right, where Hope still slept, looking soft and vulnerable. Her face was relaxed, her lips slightly parted. She really was quite beautiful. The sight stirred something inside him that he was in no mood to acknowledge. Those kinds of feelings muddied the mind, and he couldn’t afford to get sloppy. 
 
    With a frown, he unzipped the tent to allow fresh air in. The veil of night had lifted, allowing the first tendrils of light to filter down to the forest floor. A few birds had begun to chirp, while the sound of movement off to the right indicated at least one of the guys was up and about. 
 
    Hope made a soft noise. Seconds later, her eyes fluttered open. As she looked over at him, her forehead crinkled. “You look like hell.” 
 
    Sick as it sounded, he appreciated the blunt honesty, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t give her shit about it. “Good morning to you too.” 
 
    A blush tinged her cheeks. “Sorry, that came out wrong. Did you sleep last night?” 
 
    “A little.” He vaguely remembered jolting awake from a nightmare, so he must have dozed off at some point. 
 
    The sound of voices carried from outside, as did the smell of food, something with cinnamon. Oatmeal, perhaps. It made his stomach gurgle. 
 
    Wade scratched an itch on the side of his neck, and when he heard Hope gasp, he tensed. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    She stared at him as though he was the dumb kid who kept trying to jam a fork into a light socket. “Your hand. That’s got to hurt.” 
 
    He glanced at his hand and didn’t see what all the fuss was about. Yeah, the skin was scraped and swollen, but he’d seen a lot worse. “It’s nothing.” 
 
    “No, it’s not.” She gripped his hand and tugged it into the light near the tent’s opening, where she gave it a closer inspection. “No wonder the inflammation’s so bad. You’ve got at least a half dozen splinters in there.” 
 
    With her free hand, she reached for her bag and retrieved a pair of tweezers. 
 
    “I don’t need you playing Dr. Pain-in-the-Ass. It’ll be fine if you just—Jesus!” Wade yanked his hand away when the tweezers poked a sensitive spot. “What are you trying to do, pick the flesh off my bones?” 
 
    “Stop being such a baby. If you’d told me about these yesterday, I could have taken care of them then. Now you’ll be lucky if they don’t get infected.” 
 
    She was right. It made him even more irritable. Looking back, he shouldn’t have punched that tree, but he’d needed an outlet for his anger and it seemed like a better idea than picking a fight with one of the guys. 
 
    Though he wanted to tell her to go away, to insist the splinters would come out on their own, he recognized the futility in resisting her efforts. She was one of the most stubborn people he’d ever met, and that said a lot, considering his family. Resigned to his fate, he let out a low, gruff sound and kept his big mouth shut when she gripped his hand again. 
 
    Her touch was light, but it still managed to send little shock waves up his arm. She pinched the end of a splinter between the tweezer’s arms and slowly drew it out. Four more to go, and then he wouldn’t have to ignore the growing awareness that came with her being so close to him. 
 
    “During my time as a doctor,” she said as she set her sights on another splinter, “I’ve noticed an inverse relationship between testosterone levels and a man’s willingness to seek medical attention for an injury.” She glanced up, one eyebrow arched. “Thank you for confirming my hypothesis.” 
 
    Refusing to take the bait, Wade gave her a blank look. “Glad to be of service.” 
 
    The corners of her mouth twitched, and he could tell she was fighting a smile. Another twitch, an unladylike snort, and the smile finally won out, lighting her entire face. The force of it caught him completely by surprise, breaking through his grief and anger, and warming the cold places inside him. 
 
    He did his best to ignore the sensation. “Hurry up, will you? I’m hungry.” 
 
    Her gaze held his for a few long seconds before she turned back to his hands. With practiced efficiency, she removed the remaining splinters and dabbed ointment onto his knuckles. 
 
    “No bandage,” he said when she reached for the gauze. 
 
    “You’ll get dirt in the wounds.” 
 
    “Then I suppose you’ll have to clean them again.” He flexed his fingers, and they didn’t feel nearly as achy as before. He tried—and failed—to muster a smile, so he settled for a simple, “Thank you.” 
 
    Her smile wasn’t quite as brilliant as before, but it had the same effect on him. “You’re welcome.” 
 
    “I never asked how you were doing yesterday. After what happened with Hector. Sorry about that.” He used to be adept at dealing with people and knowing the right things to say, but apparently that was one of those use-it-or-lose-it skills. 
 
    “No worries.” She slipped the tweezers into her bag. “You had a lot on your mind.” 
 
    Wade’s eyes met hers again, and suddenly the tent felt too small, too intimate. Restless energy charged the air. He remembered how incredible her lips had tasted. He wanted to taste them again. But his cynical side reared its ugly head and insisted that type of involvement could only end two ways: either she betrayed him like Hector did, or she ended up dead like Carmen. 
 
    The thought doused his libido faster than a bucket of ice-cold water. He unzipped the tent the rest of the way. “We better get some breakfast before it’s all gone.” 
 
    “Whose turn is it to cook this morning?” 
 
    “Navarre, so there’s a chance it might be edible.” 
 
    She was fighting a smile again. “I thought that thing your brother made with the eggs yesterday wasn’t bad.” 
 
    “You’re a terrible liar, Bones.” To be fair, Wade wasn’t a fan of powdered eggs, which meant his opinion was skewed toward the negative to begin with, but that shit Austin cooked was downright disgusting. Just thinking about it put the foul taste back in his mouth. Still, he’d eaten it all without a complaint, because he didn’t want to hurt his brother’s feelings. 
 
    The guys sat in a circle about ten feet away, shoveling food into their mouths. At their approach, Austin and Jackson scooted in opposite directions to give them space to sit. Wade grabbed two bowls, filled them with oatmeal, and handed one to Hope. 
 
    Austin spared a glance at Wade. “Man, you look like shit.” 
 
    Mouth full, Wade flipped him the bird even though he really wasn’t offended. It was the kind of smack he and his siblings had given one another all their lives. And considering his brother had taken the first shot, he felt no guilt in returning fire. “This tastes a lot better than that slop Austin made yesterday. What kind of nuts did you use, Navarre?” 
 
    “I’m not sure; I think they’re pecans.” 
 
    “Nuh-uh, they’re walnuts,” Jackson said as he scooped more oatmeal into his bowl. “So what’s the plan for today?” 
 
    Wade had been thinking about that ever since he left the tent. A number of factors came into play, especially in light of Hector’s betrayal. “If they know we’re coming like Hector said, we’re going to need a lot more intel before we move on the compound. But first, we need to bring Hope to the consulate.” 
 
    “No, you don’t,” she said between bites. “I’m staying with you guys.” 
 
    “Oh, hell no.” Every protective instinct in Wade’s body screamed to life. It was bad enough he was dragging Austin and the guys straight into a firefight. They were trained warriors who knew exactly what the hell they were getting themselves into. Hell, they got off on this kind of shit. But no way was he putting Hope in a position where she stood the chance of suffering the same fate as Carmen. 
 
    Hope frowned. “Why not?” 
 
    “Do you really need to ask that question?” 
 
    “It might not be a bad idea to have a medic on the team,” Navarre said, and Wade glared at him. 
 
    “Can you fire a weapon?” Jackson asked. 
 
    Her chin hitched up. “I was in the Army.” 
 
    “As a doctor,” Wade ground out. 
 
    She shot him a look that would have sent a lot of men packing. “I was trained to work in combat situations. It’s been awhile, but I know how to handle a pistol. And a rifle.” 
 
    “I don’t care if you’re fucking Rambo,” Wade snapped. “You’re still not going.” 
 
    “Dude, no offense,” Austin said, “but we’re at a serious tactical disadvantage. I understand your concerns, but we need all the help we can get. And considering how far the compound is from any kind of medical facility, it wouldn’t be a bad idea to have a medic on the team. If she wants to go, we can utilize her in a modified—” 
 
    “I said no.” Wade glared at his brother, his hands half-curled into fists. At home, they occasionally sparred in the ring, but this was the first time since they were teenagers where he felt close to coming to actual blows with Austin. He’d do it in a heartbeat to keep Hope out of danger, though he wasn’t in the right frame of mind to think about what that meant. 
 
    “How about we put it to a vote?” Navarre suggested as he scraped the last spoonful of oatmeal from his bowl. “Best out of five wins.” 
 
    “Fine.” Hunger forgotten, Wade set his bowl down a little harder than he’d intended, and some of the food sloshed over the rim. “I vote no.” 
 
    “And I vote yes,” Austin said. 
 
    “So do I,” Hope added. 
 
    Austin glanced to his left. “Jackson?” 
 
    The big man’s wary gaze traveled from Austin to Hope, and then swung to Wade. “Like the boss man said, we could use the help, and a doctor would come in handy if the op goes south. Hell, even if it don’t go south, the odds are pretty good that somebody’s going to get hurt. But if she’s going to be a distraction for you, it could threaten the entire operation. I vote no.” 
 
    That left Navarre, who looked as though he wanted to be anywhere but there. Funny, considering he was the one who suggested the vote in the first place. On a heavy exhale, he dragged a hand through his short brown hair. “I totally get where you’re coming from, Wade. Having someone you care about exposed to danger has a way of screwing with your head. But if we’re going to make a run on that compound, you’ve got to think like a soldier. That means finding a way to cram all that shit into a deep, dark hole so it doesn’t affect your ability to perform. She wants to help. Having a medic on the team might mean the difference between life and death for one of us. Sorry, but I vote yes.” 
 
    It felt as if every last molecule of oxygen had been sucked from Wade’s lungs. A flash of temper thinned his eyes, and he clenched his fists so hard his fingernails bit into his palms. “I need to speak with Hope. Alone.” 
 
    Jackson and Navarre looked to Austin, who tilted his head to the right. None of them uttered a single word as they stood and exited the clearing. 
 
    Wade knew better than to bark commands. It would only make a woman like her more determined to stand her ground. He’d have a better chance of convincing her to leave if he appealed to her sense of logic. Digging deep, he forced himself to remain calm and met her mulish glare. 
 
    “What’s it going to take to convince you to leave?” 
 
    She folded her arms across her chest, letting him know in no uncertain terms that she had no intention of budging. “The only way I’m not going is if you’re not going.” 
 
    “You know that’s not happening.” 
 
    “Then I’m staying with you guys.” 
 
    He scowled. “Damn it, Hope, this isn’t a game. Lives are at stake.” 
 
    “You think I don’t know that?” 
 
    Wade clenched his jaw so hard it was a wonder his teeth didn’t crack under the pressure. “You’re infuriating. You know that, right?” 
 
    The ghost of a smile warmed her lips. “If I were a man, you’d say I was strong-willed or determined. But I suppose I can live with infuriating.” 
 
    It took everything he had not to lose his temper. 
 
    He stared straight down at his shoes for almost a full minute before turning his gaze back to her. “A week ago, going back to that compound was the last thing you wanted to do.” 
 
    “Things changed.” Reaching out, she touched his arm, and the simple connection silenced his inner demons. “I know you now. Know what drives your desire for justice. And after what happened with Hector yesterday, I share some of that desire. Aranza deserves to pay for the harm he’s caused you, and Hector, and Carmen, and everybody else who’s made the mistake of crossing his path.” 
 
    It was a nice speech; he’d give her that. But it wasn’t the response he wanted. Straining for patience, he entertained the notion of tossing her over his shoulder and carrying her, kicking and screaming, to the consulate. “Why are you being so stubborn about this?” 
 
    “Isn’t it obvious?” A raw huskiness threaded her voice that hadn’t been there before. Her eyes met his, and he couldn’t look away, no matter how hard he tried. “You need to do this. You need closure. And I need to be there with you.” 
 
    This was insane. If the woman had a lick of sense, she’d jump at his offer. She could be back in the States in less than a week, far away from this insanity and moving on with her life. But no, she wanted to stay here with him, and it affected him in ways he struggled to define. 
 
    Giving in to the urge, he cupped her cheek, her skin soft against his roughened palm. The tips of his fingers slid into her hair, and even though there was nothing sexual about it, it made his whole body burn. 
 
    “It’s bad enough I dragged the guys into this shit. At least they’re soldiers; they live for this kind of thing. But you…” Just thinking about it was enough to rip a hole in his chest. “If something happens to you, I don’t think I could live with myself.” 
 
    The admission rocked him to the core, because he hadn’t fully realized until just then how much she’d come to mean to him in such a short period of time. It made her being here all the more dangerous. 
 
    If she got hurt—or worse—because of him, the guilt would eat him alive. 
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    Like every other time Wade drifted to sleep, Carmen Lopez haunted his dreams. 
 
    She was sitting alone at a table in the hole-in-the-wall bar they used to frequent when meeting with Cuatro, one of their most reliable informants in Guadalajara. The place was small and dimly lit, with only six tables, a dozen or so seats at the bar, and low lighting to give plausible deniability to anyone concerned about cleanliness. She’d gotten there first, so she’d claimed the prized seat against the wall, forcing him to take the chair to her left. 
 
    As usual, she looked incredible: smooth, brown skin, jet-black hair, and a face so beautiful it made his chest ache. Today, she wore a dark-red blouse over jean shorts and sandals. And around her neck hung the silver chain and cross he’d given her for her birthday. One of these days, he’d work up the nerve to tell her how much it meant to him to see her wear it. 
 
    “You’re early,” she said in that raw, soulful voice that did all kinds of crazy things to him. 
 
    “Not early enough.” He smiled, and when she smiled back, he felt a familiar rush roll through him. They played this game every time they had a meet. And even when he got there first, he waited in the shadows for her to arrive, because he loved to see the look on her face when she realized she’d won. 
 
    Their usual waitress stopped by with Carmen’s drink, and Wade ordered a Corona. 
 
    “Think he’ll show?” Wade scanned the mostly empty room. Two older heavyset men nursed drinks at the bar, while the bartender poured a beer from one of the taps. 
 
    Carmen’s smile faded from her face as she toyed with the cross on her necklace. “You know he won’t show. And you know what happens next.” 
 
    Yes, he did. This was the shittiest re-run of the shittiest moment of his entire life. And like every other time he had this dream, he’d try his damnedest to alter the outcome. “Let’s leave. Right now. If we catch a cab, we might make it to the safe house—” 
 
    “That’s not how it happens.” 
 
    “I know. But maybe this time we can—” 
 
    “No.” Impatience crossed her face. “You know there’s no changing this.” 
 
    “What’s the harm in trying?” He cringed at the poor choice of words, considering what happened to them next. 
 
    Sadness filled Carmen’s deep-brown eyes as she slowly shook her head. “You’ve got to let me go. Let me rest in peace.” 
 
    Every muscle in his body went rigid. “What? No, that isn’t an option. Please, at least let me tell you—” 
 
    “Wade.” It was rare for her to use his real name in the field, especially with that biting tone, and it startled him to silence. Then she seemed to catch herself, and some of the tension faded from her face. “You can’t keep doing this to yourself. It’s not healthy. It’s time for you to start living again.” 
 
    His chest felt so tight he found it difficult to breathe. “I can’t. I’m not ready. Maybe after Aranza’s dead, I’ll be—” 
 
    The front door swung open, momentarily flooding the room with light, and Hope stepped into the foyer. She walked past them as though they weren’t even there and claimed a seat at the bar. 
 
    “She looks nice,” Carmen said. “Pretty.” 
 
    Wade chuffed, though his pulse kicked up at the sight of her. “She’s a pain in the ass.” 
 
    “Even better. She’ll keep you in line. You need a strong woman like that.” Carmen’s smile returned, but it wasn’t anywhere as brilliant as before. She leaned toward him, cupped the side of his face, and he leaned into her touch. “You can’t stay in here forever. It’s too dark.” 
 
    Desperation knotted his stomach when she pushed back her chair and stood. He grasped her wrist. “Please. No. Don’t go.” 
 
    “You know I have to, so long as you relive this memory. It plays out the same every time.” The smile slipped again as she gently freed her hand from his grip. “Do us both a favor. Let this go. You’ve got a great family.” She looked to the bar. “You could probably have her if you want.” 
 
    Wade frowned, unhappy with the way his body warmed at the suggestion. 
 
    Carmen backed up a step toward the narrow hall that led to the bathrooms, where Aranza’s men had grabbed her four long years ago. When she never came back, he’d gone searching for her, and Aranza’s goons had overpowered him and shoved him into a van parked in the alley. 
 
    “Go home, Wade. Please. If not for your family, do it for me. I want you to start living again.” 
 
    His eyes stung, and he blinked a few times to stem the rising tide of emotion. It took everything he had to keep his voice from cracking. “I don’t know how.” 
 
    “Sure you do. It’s just been so long you’ve forgotten.” She looked to Hope again. “Maybe she’ll help you remember.” 
 
    “Please don’t—damn it, Carmen. Listen to me!” He pushed back his chair, but when he tried to stand, he found himself frozen in place. He couldn’t move. Couldn’t speak. Powerless, he watched in horror as she disappeared down the long hallway and straight into a trap. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Broad leafy shrubs camouflaged their presence as Hope and Wade studied Aranza’s compound, taking turns with the binoculars to get a better view. They’d chosen a spot with a higher elevation than the property, which allowed them to see over a section of wall and into the courtyard below. 
 
    No matter how hard she tried to block it out, Hope couldn’t shake the nerves that came with being this close to the place where she’d been held captive for months. Just looking at it resurrected a host of unpleasant memories. The sleepless nights. The constant fear. The waking up each morning and wondering whether today would be the day Aranza put a bullet in her brain. 
 
    But she wanted to help, and what she lacked in combat experience she made up for in operational intelligence. She peered through the binoculars and took stock of the guards patrolling the grounds. “I don’t see the guy I slipped past when I escaped.” 
 
    “Aranza probably killed him.” It was the most Wade had said all day. He wasn’t a talkative guy to begin with, but he’d been especially quiet since Hector died. Not that she blamed him. It wasn’t every day a man found out his closest friend had repeatedly betrayed him. 
 
    A knot formed in her stomach as she lowered the binoculars. “You think?” 
 
    Wade shot her a no shit look from where he sat beside her. “He’s not the kind of person who tolerates mistakes. Most likely, he did it in front of the other men, to serve as a warning. What? Don’t tell me you feel bad about that.” 
 
    The tone of his voice made her feel defensive, and she bristled in response. “I’m a doctor. I’m supposed to preserve life, not extinguish it, directly or indirectly. I don’t like the idea of being responsible for somebody’s death, even if they’re an asshole.” 
 
    The hard-etched lines of his face softened with understanding. “Then consider it an act of self-preservation. If you hadn’t escaped, you’d be dead by now. And if you weren’t, you’d wish you were.” 
 
    He was right, of course, and the knot in her stomach tightened as she thought of what happened to Carmen. That could have been her if she hadn’t scrambled over the wall, if she hadn’t chosen to sit next to Wade in that dive bar in Viento Tranquilos. 
 
    “How about the guy by the Jeep? What’s his story?” 
 
    Wade’s questions broke her train of thought. He’d probably asked them on purpose to stop her mind from venturing down a dark, dangerous path. Though he’d never own up to it in a million years, she appreciated it nonetheless. 
 
    Hope raised the binoculars back up to her eyes and took a good look at the tall, thin man in brown pants and dingy red tee. A huge cross tattoo covered most of his left upper arm, while a semi-automatic rifle hung from a strap on his shoulder. “I don’t remember his name, but he used to bring me dinner every so often. He never said much, but he always made sure I didn’t keep any of the utensils.” 
 
    “Did you try?” 
 
    “Of course. Wouldn’t you?” A steak knife wasn’t the greatest of weapons, but she’d wanted something with a little more heft than a surgical scalpel. She’d repeatedly tried to keep one in her stash but abandoned her efforts when one of the guards threatened to chop off a finger the next time he caught her. 
 
    Wade made a low huff of amusement. “What about the guy walking toward him?” 
 
    When her focus shifted to the short, pudgy guy on the right, her upper lip peeled back. “Ugh. He was a real jerk. I overheard him talking about me a few times before they realized I understood Spanish.” 
 
    In a rare show of surprise, Wade’s mouth went slack. “They didn’t know you spoke Spanish?” 
 
    “They assumed I didn’t.” She shrugged. “I don’t know why, but I figured it was to my advantage if I let them believe it.” 
 
    Her written Spanish was fairly decent, though not nearly as good as her German. Unfortunately, her conversational Spanish was rough at best, but it had improved over the months she’d worked in Guatemala. Native speakers often spoke too fast for her to catch every word, but she typically understood enough to get the gist of the conversation. And when she didn’t, other members of her medical team had provided her with a translation. 
 
    Hope passed the binoculars back to Wade. “Anyway, it was typical asshole guy stuff. Nothing I haven’t heard before, but it’s more than a little unnerving when you’re on the receiving end of a power imbalance.” 
 
    For the most part, Aranza’s men had followed his orders to leave her alone. But she still caught them leering and making crude comments, and once or twice she’d heard her doorknob jiggle in the middle of the night. That was when she’d started wedging a chair under the knob and sleeping with a scalpel under the pillow. 
 
    The line of Wade’s mouth tightened, his eyes pinched at the corners. “I’ll make sure to tear his spleen out for you.” 
 
    Fighting a smile, she shook her head, though she found his reaction endearing. “That’s really not necessary.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. Still gonna do it. Consider it a warmup for Aranza.” 
 
    “I don’t think I want to know what you plan to do to him.” 
 
    “That’s probably for the best.” 
 
    She craned her neck to peer up at him, and a pulse of involuntary heat raced through her veins. Considering the topic of conversation, the response was beyond inappropriate. Not to mention he’d made it abundantly clear he had no interest in that kind of involvement. 
 
    Yet there it was. Stupid hormones. They must not have gotten the memo. 
 
    Throat suddenly dry, she swiped her tongue across her lips to moisten them, and his eyes zeroed in on the movement. “I, um…it’s getting late. We should probably head back to camp.” 
 
    It was a perfectly reasonable thing to say. The sun had already begun its descent, and it only made sense to leave while they still had enough light to find the right paths. Plus, if they left now, she probably wouldn’t do something incredibly stupid, like crawl up on his lap and see if he tasted as amazing as she remembered. 
 
    “You’re right. We should go.” But he made no move to leave. Instead, his gaze remained fixed on her mouth with the intensity of a predator that just found its favorite prey.  
 
    That shouldn’t turn her on, but Lord help her, it did. 
 
    The faintest hint of a smile curved the corners of his mouth, causing the scar on the left side of his face to twist along the bottom. Slowly, he bent his head toward her, blocking out the sun that filtered through the dense tree canopy. Just another few inches, and his lips would— 
 
    The sound of footsteps made her jump. As she pulled back, Wade unholstered his gun and aimed it toward the source of the noise, but held his fire, at least for now. He moved with the trained precision of a predator, which was a comfort in this situation, but it also reminded her of just how dangerous he was. 
 
    A few seconds later, Navarre emerged from the brush. Dressed in his usual camo, he’d been conducting surveillance from a position closer to the gate. At the sight of a gun pointed at his chest, his eyes popped wide, while his hands went up in a gesture of surrender. “Christ, don’t shoot. I just wanted to see if you were on your way back to camp.” 
 
    Wade lowered his gun, his expression blank. “We’re just finishing up.” 
 
    As if sensing something amiss, Navarre’s gaze slid from Wade to Hope and then back to Wade. “Is everything okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, why wouldn’t it be?” 
 
    “I don’t know. You both seem kind of tense.” 
 
    Hope mustered a smile as she scrambled for a reason that didn’t involve almost locking lips with Wade. “It’s just been kind of hard, looking at the place where I was a prisoner for so long.” 
 
    It wasn’t a lie, but it wasn’t the whole truth either. Thankfully, the answer seemed to satisfy Navarre’s curiosity, because he let the matter drop. 
 
    Wade stood, brushed his palms against his legs, and offered his hand to Hope. On the outside, his expression said business as usual, but something in his eyes sent a tingle down her spine when he said, “Let’s go. I’m starving.” 
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    Jaw clenched, Wade stared daggers at the back of Navarre’s head as he and Hope followed him down the narrow, winding path that led to where they’d made camp. 
 
    In truth, he should be thankful to Navarre for interrupting them before he caved to temptation and committed another serious lapse of judgment. Shit like this was just one of the reasons she’d be better off at the consulate. Not only would she be out of danger, she’d also be out of his mind. But no, she had to go and be stubborn and insist on staying to help. And so here he was once again, wanting a woman he couldn’t have and didn’t deserve. 
 
    There was still a sliver of sun left in the sky when they reached the small campsite they currently called home. About a quarter mile away from the compound, it was close enough to be able to conduct surveillance but far enough away to avoid detection by Aranza’s men. For added protection, they’d set up a series of tripwires and booby traps to give them a heads-up if anyone came close. 
 
    Beside the trio of tents, a makeshift clothesline hung between two trees, the rope sagging from the weight of three pairs of pants, a couple of shirts, and somebody’s boxer briefs. 
 
    Jackson was busy preparing dinner, the scent of spices thick in the air, a spoon in one hand and his rifle within easy reach. When he saw them, he nodded his head in greeting, and held his fist in the air for Navarre to bump with his knuckles as he passed. 
 
    With a roll of his shoulders, Wade set his pack on the ground by the tent he shared with Hope. “Whatever you’re cooking smells great.” 
 
    Jackson grinned, a slash of white against his dark skin. “I had to make a few minor adjustments to my grandma’s chili recipe, but it’s not bad, if I say so myself. Grab a bowl; it’s good to go.” 
 
    Wade never attended the Six Points company picnics, but he’d heard talk of the chili Jackson always brought. Mostly, that it was pretty damn good but hot enough to set your tongue on fire. And although he had no problem with spicy food, he’d rather know what to expect. “How hot did you make it?” 
 
    “Oh, it’s not bad, maybe a two-alarm at the worst. That okay with you, Hope? If not, I can dial it down a notch.” 
 
    “No, that’s okay. I can handle it.” She took the bowl he offered, filled it to the brim, and when she handed it to Wade, it made him happier than it should. Then she filled another bowl for herself and sat between him and Navarre. 
 
    Half-expecting to have his tongue singed off, Wade took a tentative bite. It was hot, though not as fiery as he’d anticipated, but every bit as delicious. 
 
    Austin strode into camp a minute or two later, wearing fresh clothes, and his hair still damp from washing in the nearby stream. He grabbed some grub and claimed the empty spot beside Jackson. “Learn anything useful?” 
 
    “Not much beyond what we already know. Hope provided some insight into Aranza’s men.” 
 
    His brother paused, his spoon a few inches from his mouth. “Like what?” 
 
    “They’re all assholes who deserve a good killing.” 
 
    Jackson snorted. “I thought we’d already established that.” 
 
    “Doesn’t hurt to have confirmation.” Without a doubt, the people chosen to work at the compound were some of Aranza’s most trusted men. To earn that kind of trust, they had to have shown unshakable loyalty and a willingness to follow orders without question, which meant they’d tossed out their moral compasses a long time ago. 
 
    Austin swallowed a mouthful of chili and washed it down with a swig of water. “How much more intel do you want to collect?” 
 
    Back when he had the full resources of the DEA at his disposal, Wade wouldn’t have moved on a target until he had every last bit of information at his fingertips. Unfortunately, that wasn’t an option in this case. They had limited resources, limited time, and his patience was wearing thin. “Under the circumstances, I think we have as much as we’re going to get.” 
 
    His brother nodded in agreement. “In that case, we ought to act soon. Right now, they’re probably cocky because they’re assuming Hector will inform them of our movements. We can use that to our advantage, so long as they still think he’s alive. But that’s just my opinion. It’s your op, Wade. How do you want to proceed?” 
 
    He appreciated Austin deferring to him. By nature, his brother was the kind of guy who had a tendency to assume command and start barking orders. 
 
    Wade studied the map that had been drawn in the dirt, based on the collective intelligence they’d gathered over the past few days. The compound was heavily fortified, with thick concrete walls, a guard tower at the gate, and no fewer than two dozen armed men patrolling the grounds at any given time. 
 
    It was a wonder Hope had managed to escape undetected. Then again, the place was immense, and although nothing said success like a bunch of land, there were bound to be gaps in the security. 
 
    A plan began to form in Wade’s mind. His gaze flicked to Navarre. “What’s your accuracy at two hundred yards out?” 
 
    “If I have time to line up the shot, I’d put it at ninety, ninety-five percent,” Navarre replied without hesitation. A military sniper by training, he was by far the best shot at Six Points. “On the fly, it goes down to around seventy-five or eighty.” 
 
    Jackson scoffed. “You’re way better than that. I’ve never seen you miss a shot when you got time to line it up.” 
 
    “That’s not true.” 
 
    “Yeah, it is. When’s the last time you failed to drop a target? Yeah, I didn’t think so,” Jackson said when Navarre didn’t immediately answer. He leaned forward, planted his hands on his knees, and shifted his gaze to Wade. “This one time, when we were serving in—well, never mind, that part’s classified. Anyway, I saw him drop a guy in a crowded street from at least that far out.” 
 
    Navarre frowned, a haunted look in his eyes. “That’s not something I’m proud of, man. The kid was twelve.” 
 
    “That kid was wearing a suicide vest and heading straight for a market full of people. If you hadn’t taken him out, a lot of innocent civilians would have died.” 
 
    “I know.” But Navarre didn’t look happy about it, which was understandable, given what he’d done in the line of duty. Killing people in video games was easy, but in real life it came with a lot of baggage that was heavier than most people imagined. He dragged a hand through his short brown hair and gave Wade a wary look. “What do you have in mind? Perimeter breach? Nighttime assault?” 
 
    Wade shook his head as a plan solidified in his mind. “I want to walk right through the front door.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    The plan was set. Everybody knew their roles. And as long as Wade survived the first phase, they stood a decent chance of success. 
 
    “I still don’t like this.” Austin prowled the small section of forest they’d used as a staging point. Like the rest of the guys, he was dressed in camo and loaded for bear, with a fully loaded flack vest, machete, pistol, rifle, and God only knew what else. Glaring at Wade, he rubbed a hand along his thick, black beard, the only part of his face not coated with camo paint. “It’s too damn risky. There’s got to be a better way.” 
 
    “We’ve already gone over this,” Wade said. At least a dozen times. The plan was simple: divide and conquer. He and Navarre would provide a distraction at the gate while Austin and Jackson went over the wall at the opposite end of the compound, and they’d meet somewhere in the middle. With the element of surprise on their side, it was their best chance of taking the compound without suffering any casualties of their own. 
 
    Austin clearly wasn’t convinced. “What if they shoot you before you reach the gate?” 
 
    “They won’t.” He hoped. It was a risk he was willing to take. As far as he was concerned, it was better to die while trying to make the world a better place than sit around with his thumb up his ass. “Aranza wants me alive so he can have the pleasure of killing me himself. His men won’t fire on me unless they have to.” 
 
    “You’re willing to bet your life on that?” Austin asked. 
 
    “I’d rather bet mine than yours. If they shoot me, haul ass as fast as you can, and make sure Hope gets home safely.” He’d rather not contemplate the worst-case scenario, but it would be foolish to ignore the risk that came with invading a drug lord’s lair. 
 
    His brother’s dark eyebrows drew down so far they almost became one line. “That doesn’t make me feel any better.” 
 
    In a way, he was touched by Austin’s concerns, but he couldn’t allow that kind of doubt to creep into his mind. “I’ll try my best not to get shot, okay? Now go. I’m counting on you to have my back.” 
 
    For a few long seconds, Austin didn’t say a word, while a war waged in his eyes. At last, he let out a heavy exhale. “All right, give us ten to move into position. Be careful, will you? If I bring you home in a box, Larissa will never let me hear the end of it.” 
 
    A feeling of gratitude made Wade’s chest a little achy, but he knew better than to get mushy, because they’d only give him shit about it. Instead, he cast a glance toward the spot near the outer boundary of Aranza’s property where they’d left Hope. No sight of her, which he took as a sign she’d followed their instructions to stay hidden and low to the ground in the dense vegetation until the bullets stopped flying. With her out of danger, he felt more at ease to do what needed to be done. 
 
    After giving the guys enough time to get into place, Wade emerged from the forest and stepped onto the rutted dirt road that led to the compound. As he rounded the bend, the concrete wall came into view, and it didn’t take long for the guards at the base of the tower to notice his presence. The shorter guard shouted in Spanish for Wade to halt, while they both aimed their rifles at him. 
 
    If one of these guys got twitchy, Wade could get real dead, real quick. Slowly, he raised his hands in the air in a universal gesture of surrender. In Spanish, he called out, “My name is Wade Flint. I’m here to see Beto. I believe he’s expecting me.” 
 
    The taller guard, a lean, rugged man in his mid- to late-forties, stepped away from the safety of the tower, his partner not far behind. “Drop your weapons.” 
 
    “I don’t have any weapons. See?” Wade raised the hem of his shirt to prove he didn’t have anything tucked in his waistband. 
 
    The guard made a skeptical sound. “Turn around. Keep your hands where I can see them.” 
 
    Wade did as instructed, his eyes fixed on the spot a hundred or so yards straight ahead where Navarre had set up shop. He gave a subtle nod to signal the former Army sniper to fire when ready. 
 
    “Where are the others?” the man demanded as he patted Wade down. 
 
    “What others?” 
 
    That earned him a cuff along the back of his head. 
 
    “Wrong answer, smartass. One more and I’ll blow your head off.” The guard grabbed Wade’s arm and spun him around. His rifle hung from the strap on his shoulder, but his partner’s weapon was still aimed at Wade, which meant it wouldn’t take much for blood to start spilling. “I’m only going to ask one more time: where are the others you’re traveling with?” 
 
    The left corner of Wade’s mouth curved up. “They should be here any second now.” 
 
    No sooner had the words left his mouth than the crack of a rifle split the air, and a bullet whizzed past his ear. In the blink of an eye, the guard aiming his weapon at Wade crumpled to the ground. A second shot rang out, taking down the other guard, and Wade snatched the dead man’s rifle from his grip before his body hit the ground. 
 
    Two down, another twenty or so to go. Wade let out a high-pitched whistle to let Austin and Jackson know he was still alive and to signal them to begin their assault on the compound. He crouched by the men and relieved them of their weapons: pistols, knives, and extra magazines for the rifles and handguns. For good measure, he also took their two-way radios so he could eavesdrop on Aranza’s men. 
 
    He jogged to the gate and peered around the corner just as gunfire erupted in the courtyard. 
 
    A panicked voice came over the radio in heavily accented Spanish. “Status! What’s going on?” 
 
    “Shots fired! Shots fired!” somebody screamed. “Sounds like it’s coming from—” 
 
    The rest of the sentence was drowned out by the deafening boom of a truck exploding near the northern end of the grounds. Wade would have bet his left nut that was Austin’s handiwork. Ever since they were kids, his brother had enjoyed the hell out of blowing shit up. 
 
    Using the distraction to his advantage, Wade emerged from behind the guard tower and laid out a spray of automatic gunfire that took out two of the men charging toward him, while a third dove behind a support pillar in front of the house. 
 
    Another one of the henchmen fired from across the courtyard, and bullets ripped into the wall of the guard tower just above Wade’s head. 
 
    He ducked behind the corner just as Navarre reached the wall. Another barrage of bullets ricocheted off the concrete, sending plumes of dust into the air. 
 
    Navarre gestured with his head toward the second story of the tower. “Think you could give me some cover so I can get up there?” 
 
    “Consider it done. Here, take this.” Wade handed him one of the radios. 
 
    A second explosion rocked the compound, providing the opening Wade needed. He darted a glance around the corner, gauging the distance between him and the pillar the man was hiding behind. 
 
    On the count of three, he emerged from behind the safety of the wall and laid down a heavy stream of cover fire while Navarre raced up the tower stairs. He fired until his rifle clicked empty, and then ducked back to safety. Quickly, he tossed the empty magazine aside and slapped in a fresh one. 
 
    Above him, Navarre opened fire; not a continuous stream of bullets but the intermittent crack of a high-powered rifle that let Wade know Navarre was taking careful aim at the men in the courtyard. When it stopped, someone in the courtyard returned fire, and Wade emerged from his concealed position and killed the shooter with a well-placed round to the chest. He crouched, and when the guy behind the support pillar came out of hiding, Wade took him out with a head shot. 
 
    Staying low, he searched the area for targets. Smoke from the explosions hindered visibility, forcing Wade to rely on his sense of hearing as he quickly reloaded. 
 
    The sound of approaching footsteps had him darting for cover. Seconds later, a man armed with a pistol barreled around the corner. Wade grabbed the man’s arm, used momentum to sling him hard against the concrete wall, stripped him of his gun, and used it to shoot him point-blank. 
 
    The crack of a rifle sounded in the distance, closely followed by small arms fire. The exchange continued for nearly a minute, and then everything went eerily quiet, leaving only the crackling sound of a fire and the acrid stench of burning rubber. 
 
    With his back against the pillar, Wade took several deep breaths to calm the adrenaline twitching his limbs. On the fourth breath, he looked up to Navarre, who gave the signal for all clear. 
 
    Another whistle pierced the air, and less than a minute later, Austin strode through the dark billowing smoke, a rifle slung over his left shoulder and a pistol in his grip. His eyes were fierce, and he walked with a swagger that projected pure badass confidence. 
 
    Relief nearly knocked Wade to his knees, and he struggled to maintain a cool demeanor. “Having fun back there?” 
 
    Austin shrugged, a faint grin curving his mouth as he slipped the pistol into his leather shoulder rig. “Jackson found a propane tank by the north wall. Would have been a shame to waste it.” 
 
    “And the truck?” 
 
    His brother’s grin widened, reminding Wade of when they were kids and Mom caught him doing something stupid. “That was just fun.” 
 
    Wade shook his head, trying hard not to laugh because he didn’t think it was wise to encourage him. He could only imagine what Austin had been like during his stint in the Marines. His brother was notoriously tight-lipped about his time there. Maybe one day he’d get him drunk enough to share a few war stories. 
 
    As the dust continued to settle, Jackson appeared, with Navarre alongside him. Thankfully, neither man appeared to be hurt. Eyes watchful, they hurried across to their position behind the pillar. 
 
    Austin pointed to the machine gun Jackson was holding. “Where’d you get the M60?” 
 
    “You like it?” A cocky smile warmed Jackson’s face. “I got it from a guy who don’t need it no more.” 
 
    Wade’s grip on his pistol tightened as he searched the courtyard for threats. Finding none, he turned his gaze back to the team. “Ready to move on the house?” 
 
    In the blink of an eye, Austin’s features hardened. He ejected the magazine of his pistol and replaced it with a fresh one. “Yeah, let’s go.” 
 
    The windows were barred, which left the front door as the sole means of entry. And now that the element of surprise was long gone, their job just got a lot harder. 
 
    “How do you want to breach?” Jackson asked. “Front door’s probably rigged.” 
 
    “Even if it’s not, I bet there’s a bunch of guys waiting for us on the other side,” Navarre added. “At least, that’s what I’d do.” 
 
    Kicking the door down like they did in the movies would most likely result in one—or more—of them getting killed. They needed a distraction to regain their advantage, but what? 
 
    Wade’s gaze locked on the pair of Jeeps parked in the courtyard. He elbowed Austin and gestured to the vehicles. “I’ve got an idea. Follow my lead.” 
 
    Before his brother could ask what he had in mind, Wade raced to the Jeep closest to the house and wrenched the door open. No keys inside—that would have been too easy—but it didn’t take long to hotwire it. 
 
    Using a chunk of concrete on the accelerator, Wade put the Jeep into gear and sent it careening up the stairs and toward the front entrance. The impact smashed the door to splinters and triggered an explosion that sent men diving for cover. 
 
    Chaos ensued, and they took advantage of every last second of it. Splitting up into pairs, they slipped into the building, methodically neutralizing threats as they swept each room of the house. 
 
    “Where the fuck is he?” Wade snarled after they finished clearing the kitchen. Six rooms, and the only thing they had to show for it was a handful of dead thugs and one frightened elderly cook. 
 
    Austin fastened zip ties around the man’s wrists. The old guy didn’t appear to be a threat, but looks could be deceiving and it never hurt to be careful. “Maybe the guys found him.” 
 
    “Or maybe he’s not even here.” Which would put a serious dent into his day. It was possible the asshole escaped through an undiscovered bolt-hole. Or there might be a hidden panic room in the house, where the cockroach could hide for an indefinite period, at least until his supplies ran out. 
 
    “¿Dónde está el Señor?” Wade asked the cook. 
 
    The old man shook his head. “No está aquí.” 
 
    ¿Adónde fue? “Where did he go?” 
 
    The man shrugged. “No se.” 
 
    It was all Wade could do not to punch something. 
 
    Moments later, Navarre and Jackson walked into the room, a little sweaty but otherwise unharmed. 
 
    Their expressions indicated they hadn’t located Aranza, but Wade held out a modicum of hope. “Report.” 
 
    “Four casualties, but none of them matched the target’s description.” 
 
    “Did you check their hands?” 
 
    Navarre nodded. “One guy was missing a pinky, but other than that, all fingers were intact.” 
 
    Wade swore under his breath. “All right, let’s do another sweep. Keep an eye out for hidden passages along the walls and floors where Aranza may have escaped. If he’s not here, we need to figure out where he went, so collect any phones, laptops, or other electronic devices that might store data.” He looked to his right. “Jackson, I need you to get Hope.” 
 
    More likely than not, she was perfectly safe. But now that the worst of the danger had passed, he’d feel a lot better if she wasn’t alone. 
 
    “Sure thing. Be back in a few.” 
 
    As Jackson left, Wade started toward the hall. “I’ll take the master bedroom. Let me know the minute you find anything.” 
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    Hope watched from her spot outside the compound through the binoculars Wade had given her, torn between her promise to stay away from the action and her desire to help the guys. In reality, she knew she was better suited to provide medical assistance once the dust had settled, but that didn’t stop her from wanting to contribute in some other fashion. 
 
    An explosion shook the ground and blew a big hole in the back wall of the compound, sending a plume of thick, black smoke into the air. Gunfire erupted from multiple locations, making it impossible to determine who was shooting at whom. 
 
    Though the guys had surprise on their side, and yes, they were trained to do this sort of thing, they were also outnumbered and outgunned. It would be a miracle if nobody got seriously injured—or worse—and with each exchange of gunfire, she found it harder and harder to breathe. 
 
    Needing to do something, she set the binoculars aside and checked the supplies in her bag once again, making sure everything was exactly where she wanted it in case she needed to use them in a hurry. Yep, all good, as expected, and that wasted a whole thirty seconds. Now what? 
 
    Restless and edgy, she picked up the binoculars and focused on the compound. 
 
    The smoke had thickened, making it difficult to see much of anything. More gunfire, a few muffled shouts. Then she saw it: one of Aranza’s men, dressed in tan pants and short-sleeve white button-down shirt, scrambling through the hole in the wall. Once he was free, he took off like a shot. 
 
    From where Hope stood, she couldn’t make out his features, but as he got closer she recognized him as one of the men high up in Aranza’s chain of command. Salzo, Salazar, something like that. She’d never interacted with him directly. She’d only heard his name in passing while she was in the main house treating one of the cooks who’d suffered a burn in the kitchen. 
 
    When he got closer, she aimed the barrel of her pistol at him and shouted, “Stop!” in Spanish. 
 
    He froze for an instant, his gaze locking with hers, but then he apparently decided her command lacked authority, because he turned and resumed his sprint toward the relative safety of the forest. 
 
    She didn’t want to shoot the guy. She’d never shot anything aside from targets. But she couldn’t just let him get away. For all she knew, he might return with reinforcements. And considering he was taller and heavier than her, chasing him down and wrangling him to the ground simply wasn’t a viable option. 
 
    Taking aim, she released a long, steady breath and pressed the trigger. The gun jerked in her grip, more than she’d expected, and a plume of dirt kicked up about a foot to the right of the man. Adjusting her aim, she fired again. This time, a high-pitched yelp split the air as the man tumbled to the ground. 
 
    Cautiously, she inched toward him, her heart caught in her throat. 
 
    Teeth gritted, the man clutched his right upper thigh, where a bloom of crimson stained his pants. From what she could see, there wasn’t an exit wound, which meant the bullet was lodged inside his leg. For his sake, she prayed it hadn’t severed the femoral artery, because if it had, she’d be hard-pressed to keep him alive. 
 
    As his gaze shifted to her, his eyes narrowed with contempt. One of his hands slid up to the revolver tucked in the waistband of his pants. 
 
    She fired another shot that ricocheted off the ground a few inches from his head. “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.” 
 
    He stilled for a few long seconds, and it seemed as though he were attempting to determine the odds of him shooting her before she shot him. Apparently, he didn’t think the odds were good, because he slowly slid his hand away from the gun and held it in the air. 
 
    Well, hell, what was she supposed to do with him now? “Roll onto your stomach and put your hands behind your head.” Then she realized she’d said it in English, and repeated the words in a rough Spanish translation. 
 
    “I can’t,” he replied in English through gritted teeth. “I’m shot.” 
 
    Patience running thin, she fired another round near his head. “That wasn’t a request. On your stomach. Hands behind your head. Don’t make me tell you again.” 
 
    With a grunt, the man reluctantly complied, rolling over onto his stomach and lacing his fingers behind his head. 
 
    She should have thought to ask for handcuffs before the guys left for the compound. Then again, she didn’t want to get close enough to the guy to restrain him. He looked like the type who’d try something if she got too close. For now, she’d settle for disarming him. With the bullet wound to his leg, he wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon. “Very good. Now reach down with your right hand, take the gun from your waistband, and throw it as far as you can.” 
 
    He did as she demanded, though he looked pissed about it, which didn’t come as a surprise. 
 
    “What now?” he asked. 
 
    “We wait.” She backed up a step. “And you stay exactly as you are. If you make a move I don’t like, I’ll shoot your other leg.” 
 
    He stiffened. “You can’t do that.” 
 
    She couldn’t help but laugh. “Seriously? Your boss held me captive for the better part of a year. Now that I’m the one holding the gun, I’ll do any damn thing I want.” 
 
    “You’re a doctor,” he pleaded. “I’ve been shot. I need medical attention.” 
 
    “Yes, you do, but I’m not getting that close to you until help arrives.” 
 
    “I could be dead by then.” 
 
    “True, but that’s a chance I’m willing to take.” In reality, the doctor part of her wanted to tend to the gunshot wound, but her practical nature overrode the impulse, realizing he’d kill her in a heartbeat if given half a chance. 
 
    At the compound, automatic gunfire filled the air, followed closely by a series of rapid gunshots, a scream, and then eerie, deafening silence. 
 
    Hope’s stomach knotted. Her gaze flicked toward the compound, and at that moment, she would have given anything to know what was going on inside. Was Wade okay? How about the rest of the guys? Were any of them injured…or dead? The possibility of the latter made the knot in her stomach tighten. 
 
    The sound of movement caught her attention, and her pulse jumped when she realized she’d taken her eyes off her prisoner for too long. She looked back to him, just as a handful of dirt flew at her face. 
 
    “Shit!” She whipped her head to the side, avoiding most of the debris, but some still managed to get into her eyes, and she blinked rapidly in an effort to clear it. 
 
    It was the opening her prisoner needed. For a guy with a gunshot wound to his leg, he moved with remarkable speed. He was on her in an instant, one of his hands locked around her wrist, while the other grabbed for the gun. 
 
    Fear and adrenaline surged through her system like a bolt of white-hot lightning. Blood roared in her ears. With her vision still blurry, she twisted around, shifted her weight, twisted again, and used the change in momentum to throw him off-balance and send him sprawling to the ground. 
 
    For good measure, she kicked his injured leg, and he let out a guttural grunt of pain. She pressed the advantage, digging one knee into the center of his spine while she jammed the gun against the back of his head. 
 
    “I ought to kill you for that,” she snapped, her heart still pounding faster than a jackhammer. In truth, she was angrier with herself for letting her guard down. It was a stupid, reckless mistake that could have gotten her killed. If Wade had seen it happen, she never would have heard the end of it. 
 
    “Can’t blame a man for trying.” His voice was muffled against the ground. He sounded smug, which pissed her off, but she kept her temper in check. 
 
    Eyes watering, she blinked a few times, and finally, her vision cleared. “No, I can’t, but I can make sure you don’t try it again.” 
 
    She quickly stood, backed up a few feet, and fired a round into his left foot. If properly motivated, he might still be able to stand, but he wouldn’t be moving fast enough to get the drop on her again. 
 
    In all her years, she’d never heard a guy scream in that high of a pitch. 
 
    Curled into a ball, he cradled his wounded foot, his face a portrait of pain. “What the fuck, you crazy fucking bitch!” 
 
    “I warned you. It’s not my fault you won’t listen. Next time, I’ll shoot an arm. What’s your preference, left or right?” 
 
    He muttered a few anatomically impossible curses in Spanish but didn’t answer her question. No matter; she’d already decided on his dominant right arm. 
 
    To be safe, she backed up another two steps in case he got any more bright ideas. Her gaze flicked down to her weapon. The pistol’s magazine carried ten rounds, which meant she was down to six bullets. There was an extra clip tucked in her back pocket, but she’d rather conserve her remaining bullets in case she really needed them. 
 
    More gunshots rang out from the compound, a burst from an automatic rifle, quickly followed by a barrage of small arms fire. The exchange went back and forth for over a minute, and then silence filled the air. 
 
    “If they’re not all dead by now, they will be soon,” the man said with a sneer. “If you run now, you might make it a day or two before we catch you.” 
 
    “Shut up.” Too late; the seed of doubt had been planted in her mind. What he asserted could very well be the case, and she refused to acknowledge the acrid taste of bile rising in her throat. She wanted to believe that Wade and the guys were just fine, but four against two dozen or more were lousy odds, and there was no way to know who was dead or alive until somebody left the compound. 
 
    The man snorted. “Fine, have it your way. Don’t say I didn’t warn you. The men will pass you around like the cheap whore you are, and slit your throat when they grow tired of you.” 
 
    In her mind, she knew he was only trying to dig under her skin, to knock her off-balance far enough she’d make another mistake that he could exploit. And even though his words unnerved her, she’d be damned if it showed on her face. “If your men were that well-trained, you wouldn’t have run like a little chicken shit.” 
 
    That wiped the smirk off his face and put one on hers. 
 
    In the distance, a vehicle’s engine turned over, and she might have stopped breathing for a second or two. A door slammed, gears ground, and seconds later, a beat-up Army-green Jeep drove out of the compound and headed in her direction. She swallowed hard against the lump in her throat as her grip tightened on the pistol. 
 
    If things had gone to hell, and it was Aranza’s men inside that Jeep, she needed to be ready to flee. After that…she had no idea. For now, she refused to consider the possibility of Wade and the guys being dead. 
 
    As the vehicle drew closer, relief hit her like an iron fist when she recognized Jackson’s hulking frame crammed behind the wheel. 
 
    He pulled up to within a few feet and cut the engine. 
 
    “I see you’ve made a friend,” he said as he got out. There was blood on his shirt, though it didn’t appear to be his, and a long, thin cut marked his left arm. Overall, he seemed just fine, and that gave her hope for the rest of the team. 
 
    “I wouldn’t call him a friend. Do you have anything we could use to restrain him?” 
 
    “Sure thing.” Jackson crossed to the guy and laid him out with a single blow to the head. “Consider him duly restrained.” 
 
    “That wasn’t exactly what I had in mind, but I suppose that works,” she said as she added concussion to the man’s list of injuries. “How are the others? Is anybody hurt?” 
 
    “A few scrapes and cuts, but otherwise everybody’s fine.” 
 
    The knot in her stomach relaxed. “What about Aranza?” 
 
    Jackson shook his head. “Wasn’t there.” 
 
    Hope’s jaw dropped. “You’re kidding.” 
 
    “I wish I was. Wade ain’t too happy about it.” He gave the unconscious man a quick once-over. “Is that your handiwork?” 
 
    “Yeah.” She didn’t elaborate, mostly because she was embarrassed about the man nearly overpowering her. Besides, her mind was still stuck on the fact Aranza hadn’t been at the compound. After so much effort, and the loss of his friend, Wade must be inconsolable. 
 
    Jackson nodded in appreciation. “Nice job.” He hoisted the man over his shoulder as if he weighed nothing. “We best get back before the guys start to worry. Wade’ll be happy to see you’re okay, and I’m sure he’ll want to ask this guy a few questions when he comes around.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    A search of the master bedroom yielded a panic room hidden beneath the floorboards, nicely furnished with a twin bed, internet connection, running water, and a week’s supply of non-perishable food. 
 
    But no sign of Aranza. 
 
    Judging from the layer of dust coating everything, nobody had been inside the panic room for quite some time. 
 
    Frustrated but not ready to give up, Wade climbed out of the room and moved to the adjacent home office, where dark wood and masculine colors dominated the décor. 
 
    Ignoring the lingering stench of cigars, he stood in the doorway for nearly a full minute, his eyes scanning the area for signs of anything out of place. The room was messier than the rest of the house, leading Wade to believe that Aranza kept this room off-limits to the housekeeping staff. Not surprising, considering this was where the asshole conducted his business. 
 
    A safe was embedded in the floor of the closet, but it was locked and he lacked the necessary skills to get it open. Moving on, he checked behind pictures, flipped switches, and tilted every last book on the shelves, but uncovered no secret rooms or escape tunnels. 
 
    Jaw clenched, he crossed to the large mahogany desk by the window with a view of the pool. From where he stood, he could also see the section of wall where Hope had climbed over to escape the compound. He paused, wondering whether Jackson had reached her yet. If she followed instructions, she’d be perfectly safe, but he’d feel much more at ease once he knew for sure. 
 
    “Find anything?” 
 
    The sound of his brother’s voice made Wade jerk. He glanced to the right and saw Austin’s large frame filling the doorway. “Bolt-hole in the bedroom, but it hasn’t been used in a while. You?” 
 
    “Nothing that lets us know where the fucker went.” Austin leaned one muscled shoulder against the wood frame. He’d wiped away most of the camo paint, but little streaks of green and brown still marked random spots on his face. “What do you want to do with the cook?” 
 
    “We’ll cut him loose when we leave.” 
 
    “And what if we don’t find anything concerning Aranza’s whereabouts?” 
 
    “I’ll cross that bridge when I get to it.” 
 
    He wasn’t prepared to consider the possibility that he’d come all this way—not to mention lost his closest friend—for nothing. No way was he giving up until Carmen got the justice she deserved. There had to be something, some minute clue, to point him in the right direction. 
 
    Wade shifted his attention back to the desk, riffling through the stack of papers but coming up with nothing of interest. One of the drawers was locked, as if that would actually stop anyone from getting inside. He checked for signs of it being booby-trapped, and upon finding none, he forced the lock open. 
 
    Bingo. “I found a laptop.” 
 
    Austin stepped into the room and parked his ass on one of the brown leather chairs. “Great. Let’s see what’s in it.” 
 
    Pulse racing, Wade set the laptop on the desk and pressed the power button. Nothing happened. The battery must be dead. He rooted around the desk until he found a power cord in one of the other drawers. After plugging it in, he pressed the button again and felt a rush when the screen flickered to life. 
 
    Unfortunately, the rush evaporated when the startup screen appeared. 
 
    “Shit, it’s password protected.” Not surprising, but he was hoping for things to be easy for a change. 
 
    Austin tossed him the sat phone. “Better call Larissa.” 
 
    For a second or two, Wade stared at the phone as though it might sprout teeth and bite him. From a practical standpoint, it made sense to call their sister. Her computer skills were second to none. But he’d pissed her off by taking off the way he had, which meant this might not be a good time to ask for favors. “She’ll probably respond better if you made the call.” 
 
    “Dude, really?” Austin shot him a look. “You’ve got to deal with her sooner or later.” 
 
    If given the choice, he’d rather go with later, after she’d had more time to settle down. Like a year, maybe two. She wasn’t the type to forgive easily. But seeing as how that wasn’t an option, he sucked it up, pressed the power button, and dialed his baby sister, who picked up on the second ring. 
 
    The sound of her voice made him smile. God, he’d missed her. “Hey, sis.” 
 
    The line went quiet for so damn long he wondered whether she’d hung up on him. At last, she said, “You’re an asshole.” 
 
    “Yeah, I get that a lot.” Might as well get this over with, Wade thought as he stared down at the wood floor. Eating crow wasn’t on his list of favorite foods, but he’d brought this on himself. “Look, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make you worry—” 
 
    “Didn’t mean to make me worry?” Her voice shot up half an octave. If this had been a face-to-face encounter, this would have been the part where she thwacked him upside the head. Maybe nailed him in the nuts for good measure. “How the hell did you think I’d react to you running off on a suicide mission?” 
 
    His jaw tightened. “It wasn’t a suicide mission. I had every—” 
 
    “You left your life insurance policy, last will and testament, list of log-ins and passwords, and financial statements for us to find. That’s not the way someone behaves when they plan on coming back.” 
 
    At the time, he’d viewed it from a practical standpoint, but he understood how that might have freaked her out. It made him feel even more like the asshole he was. 
 
    Wade rubbed at the tension along the back of his skull and chose his next words carefully. “I’m sorry, Larissa. You’ve got every right to be upset. I always planned to come back, but I wanted to make things easy for everyone in case things didn’t work out. If it makes you feel better, Austin kicked my ass when he found me.” 
 
    “It’s a start.” The edge in her voice had softened a fraction.  
 
    In all likelihood, she’d still thwack him upside the head when he got home. But the worst of her anger had dissipated, which meant the shot to the nuts was probably off the table.  
 
    “I swear, if you ever pull a stunt like that again—” 
 
    “What?” A smile tugged at his mouth. He knew better than to poke the bear, but he couldn’t resist the temptation. “Going nuclear doesn’t work on me anymore, remember?” 
 
    As the only girl among six kids, Larissa had learned at an early age how to contend with her brothers in ways that truly hurt. Instead of resorting to violence, she preferred to make them squirm by telling them all about her menstrual cycle, sex life, childbirth, or anything else that was equally horrifying to them. 
 
    All that changed for Wade last year when he had to assist Larissa in the birth of her daughter, Sophie. There simply wasn’t enough brain bleach in the world to wipe away the memory of a tiny human squeezing out the business end of his sister. After witnessing that, there wasn’t anything she could say to unsettle him. 
 
    “Shane and I took the girls up to Georgia to visit Mom and Dad.” She sounded way too pleased with herself, and it immediately put Wade on edge. “I brought the scanner along.” 
 
    He had no idea what that meant, but it didn’t sound good. “And?” 
 
    “You were such an adorable little boy, especially in that picture where you’re dressed in the sailor suit. How old were you then, four? Five?” 
 
    He mentally groaned. “You scanned my childhood pictures?” 
 
    Austin’s eyes widened. “She what?” 
 
    “Tell you later,” Wade replied. He didn’t feel like catching fire from two sides, at least not yet. He’d tell his brother later, once he was finished getting skinned by his sister. 
 
    “Oh, don’t be silly. Why would I only scan your pictures?” He could hear the smile in Larissa’s voice as she moved in for the kill. “I scanned all of the family albums. You know, in case there’s a fire or flood.” 
 
    Fucking great. She’d weaponized their baby pictures. 
 
    “So if you ever pull a stunt like this again,” she continued, “I’m going to start posting throwback pictures on each and every one of the Six Points social media pages. For the record, which one would you like me to share first: the sailor suit or the one where you’re crying on Santa’s lap?” 
 
    His gut twisted. “You wouldn’t.” 
 
    “Oh, you know I would. On second thought, maybe I should start with your prom pictures. You were such a cutie back then, even with the braces.” 
 
    Wade made a low, pained sound as he remembered the powder-blue tux with the pink bowtie and cummerbund that his date had picked out for him because they matched her dress. What was her name—Cheryl, Sharon? It didn’t matter; that was a lifetime ago. “All right, you win. I’ll never leave the fucking house again without getting permission from you first. Happy?” 
 
    “Delighted.” She laughed, and the tightness in his chest loosened. “I assume you didn’t call just to let me know you’re still alive.” 
 
    “Correct,” he said, grateful for the change of subject. “We’re inside Aranza’s compound.” 
 
    There was a moment’s pause before Larissa said, “Is he…” 
 
    “No, he bolted before we got here. No serious injuries on our side, but a few of Aranza’s goons won’t be going home tonight,” he added before she had the chance to ask if Austin and the guys were okay. A dozen or two of Aranza’s men were dead, but Larissa didn’t need to know the exact body count. “We searched the compound and found a laptop, but it’s password protected. Think you could break into it?” 
 
    She made an unladylike sound. “Now you’re just trying to offend me.” 
 
    “Sorry, I forgot the eleventh commandment: Thou shalt never doubt thy sister’s computer skills.” 
 
    “Smartass. Power it up while I access their Wi-Fi.” 
 
    “How do you know which—never mind.” Knowing his sister, she’d started tracing the call the second she realized it was him. And considering there wasn’t anything else in the area, it wouldn’t take much to pin down which Wi-Fi belonged to the compound. 
 
    Wade sat in the chair behind the desk. He pressed the power button to get it out of sleep mode, and while he waited for the laptop to come alive, he could hear Larissa tapping away on her keyboard. 
 
    “Holy crap, their Wi-Fi doesn’t have a password,” she muttered as she continued to type. “Who in their right mind builds a secret lair and doesn’t password protect their internet?” 
 
    “Not everyone’s an evil genius like you.” 
 
    “I’ll take that as a compliment,” she drawled. “Is the laptop ready?” 
 
    “Uh…yeah. It’s on the screen where you enter a password. How long do you think it’ll take?” 
 
    “Not long.” The sound of rapid-fire typing carried over the phone. “I could probably talk you through the steps to do it yourself, but it’ll be faster this way.” 
 
    “I feel like I’ve just been insulted.” 
 
    She laughed softly as she continued to work her magic. “No, it’s just not your strong suit. By the way, how’s Dr. Chandler?” 
 
    “How do you know about Dr. Chandler?” Then the answer dawned on him, and he slanted a glare at Austin, who grinned in return. “Forget I asked. She’s fine.” 
 
    More typing. “Do you like her? I heard she’s pretty.” 
 
    “Whether I like her or not is irrelevant,” he said, and even he didn’t believe that. “She’s an asset. The only reason she’s here is because she knew where to find Aranza.” 
 
    Larissa snorted, a clear indication she wasn’t buying his bullshit but didn’t call him out on it. She muttered a few creative curses under her breath. “Okay, I’m in. Is there anything in particular you’re hoping to find?” 
 
    Wade checked his watch. Eighty-seven seconds. The woman was a miracle worker. “Yeah, I want to know where the cockroach is hiding.” 
 
    “You got it. I’ll start digging. The password is ‘1-2-3-4-5-6’ in case you want to poke around as well.” 
 
    For a moment, he simply gaped at the computer. “Are you kidding me?” 
 
    She laughed. “You’d be amazed how many people use simple things like that. Makes my job a lot easier. Keep that in mind the next time I tell you to use a stronger password.” 
 
    He entered the numbers and the main screen appeared, with dozens of icons over an image of a bikini-clad brunette posing on the sandy shore of a beach. He opened a browser and pulled up the history, hoping to find something of value. 
 
    “Your boy’s got eight different email accounts.” Larissa’s voice carried over the phone. “Yahoo, Gmail, Zoho, Outlook…he even has an old AOL account. Oh, my God, his financials are in here.” 
 
    That grabbed Wade’s attention. “Which ones?” 
 
    “Um…all of them, I think. Accounts, locations, names, dates. It’s going to take a while to sift through everything.” There was a pause as she typed in a command. “This might be the Holy Grail of cartel intelligence. I can’t believe he left this behind.” 
 
    “That’s great, but where the hell is he?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’m scrolling through his email activity to see if there’s anything useful.” Somebody spoke in the background, and Larissa replied, “Thanks, but I can’t. Why don’t you hang around a few minutes? I’ve got Wade on the phone.” 
 
    “What can’t you do?” Wade asked. 
 
    “Oh, Nina just wanted me to go to lunch with her. She says hi, by the way. When we’re finished, could you put Austin on? She hasn’t talked to him in days.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure.” A pang of guilt gnawed at him. If it wasn’t for him, Austin would be home with his wife, instead of dodging bullets and sweating his ass off in the middle of the jungle. 
 
    More typing carried over the phone. “From what I can tell, each email account is used for a different branch of the cartel. He’s got issues in Sinaloa. It looks like another group is trying to muscle into his territory. They killed one of his lieutenants last week.” 
 
    Normally, he’d find that kind of information interesting, but right now all he wanted to know was where to find the asshole. 
 
    He scrolled through the past week’s browser history but didn’t see anything of value. Mostly shopping. A lot of porn sites. Social media. One of the links led to a video conference site, but there was no record of who he’d spoken with or for how long. 
 
    “I found his cell phone account,” Larissa said after a few minutes of silence. “Want the number?” 
 
    “Hell yeah.” He wasn’t sure what he’d do with it, but at least he’d have the number if he needed it for anything. 
 
    She rattled it off, and he jotted it down. 
 
    “It looks like his phone last pinged in Dos Cruces.” 
 
    At first, the name didn’t ring a bell, but then Wade recalled the small town twenty or so miles south of Guadalajara. During his time undercover, he’d heard rumblings about Aranza owning property there, but the reports had never been verified. “Where in Dos Cruces?” 
 
    “I can’t say for sure. The ping only gives the tower location, not the exact address of the caller. I’ll keep an eye on it. If it continues to ping the same tower, that’ll give us a good indication that he’s staying in the general vicinity.” 
 
    “When was the last ping?” 
 
    “About an hour ago.” There was a pause. “From what I can tell, his phone is either turned off or in an area without service. Let me see what I can do about hacking into his GPS.” 
 
    “Thanks, sis. You’re the best.” 
 
    He could feel the pieces clicking together, and it gave him one hell of a rush. 
 
    Roberto Aranza might not face justice today. He probably wouldn’t face it tomorrow. 
 
    But he would. It was only a matter of time. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    Wade pored over the files in the laptop, noting the numerous changes to the cartel he’d worked so hard to eradicate. 
 
    Aranza had been a busy boy these past four years. Not only had he expanded the borders of his sprawling narcotics empire, he’d also broadened the scope of operations to include human trafficking and money laundering. 
 
    But like most empires, it had grown to the point where resources were stretched thin and things were beginning to unravel. Taking time off to tend to his ailing mother had only accelerated the decline. In addition to the lieutenant Larissa had mentioned, another high-ranking member of his inner circle had been killed in an ambush in a shopping center parking lot, while his nephew, Raul, had been arrested for smuggling and was murdered in prison. 
 
    With his mother deceased, Aranza would focus on recovering lost territory—and settling scores. Needless to say, he was the kind of guy who responded to threats of any nature with swift and blinding violence. He’d set about making his rivals pay, and eliminate any perceived threats to what he’d spent a lifetime building. 
 
    Those threats included Wade and, by extension, his entire family. Aranza had gone through a lot of trouble to lure him here, which meant he was high on the list of targets the drug lord wanted neutralized. Sooner or later, he’d come after them all—unless Wade got to him first. 
 
    The rumble of an engine outside pulled him from his thoughts. Leaning back, Wade peered through the window, spotted the Jeep, and his heart stuttered at the sight of Hope riding shotgun. At first glance she seemed to be fine, but looks could be deceiving, especially from a distance. Needing to touch her, to make sure that she was all right, he set the laptop on the desk and left the room. 
 
    As he stepped into the cavernous main living area, the front door opened, and there she was, her shoulders slumped and her hair disheveled, with smudges of dirt on her face. But he didn’t see any cuts, bruises—or worse—and his breath let out in a whoosh. 
 
    Jackson stood a few feet behind, a man draped over his right shoulder like a sack of potatoes. He grinned like a Cheshire cat. “Honey, we’re home! And look, we brought company. Hope caught him trying to leave the party early.” 
 
    Wade stared at her, aghast. “You caught him? Are you crazy?” Just thinking about how that could have gone wrong had his blood pressure shooting through the ceiling. 
 
    Her expression made it clear she didn’t think it was that big of a deal. “Relax, it’s not like I wrestled him down. I shot him in the leg from a distance.” 
 
    “And the foot,” Jackson added, as if trying to be helpful, though she didn’t seem appreciative. 
 
    “I did that when he tried to get away.” 
 
    The guy wasn’t moving, wasn’t making a sound. About average height, he was on the pudgy side, but the stringy black hair obscuring his face made it impossible to determine his age. Dark-red stains marked his pants and shoe where he’d been shot, the drips of blood trailing down from his leg and onto the white marble floor. 
 
    Hope adjusted the strap of her bag on her shoulder. “He needs medical attention. Where can I work on him?” 
 
    “Are his wounds life-threatening?” Wade asked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then you can treat him once we’re finished talking with him.” 
 
    The muscle along her jaw flexed. “You mean interrogating him.” 
 
    “To-may-to, to-mah-to.” He jerked his thumb to the right. “Go ahead and set him up in the dining room. I’ll be there in a few.” 
 
    “You got it, boss.” 
 
    Once Jackson disappeared around the corner, Wade turned his attention back to Hope. Just thinking about what could have happened to her had him straining to hold his temper. “I thought I told you not to engage Aranza’s men unless it was absolutely necessary.” 
 
    “Who said it wasn’t necessary?” 
 
    He pinched the bridge of his nose. “Oh, for fuck’s sake.” 
 
    “What?” She planted a hand on her hip. “I couldn’t just let him get away. He could have called for reinforcements or something.” 
 
    Wade wanted to argue the matter but recognized the futility. Once the woman got an idea inside her head, not even a brick of C-4 could shake it loose. Besides, she was right, though he questioned the man’s ability to contact anyone this far out in the middle of nowhere. 
 
    Reaching up, he wiped a smudge of dirt off her cheek, and the simple contact settled his nerves a fraction. “You could have gotten hurt.” 
 
    “I didn’t. I’m fine.” 
 
    “That’s not the point. Something could have happened.” And he wouldn’t have been able to live with himself, because it would have been his fault for not bringing her to the consulate. With a great deal of effort, he could admit it to himself, but he refused to acknowledge that sort of weakness out loud. Still, the admission festered inside him, sparking inconvenient emotions too strong to ignore. 
 
    Giving in to the need, he grabbed her shoulders and crushed her against him, closing his eyes at the feel of her warm, soft body. 
 
    “Don’t ever put yourself in danger like that again. You hear me?” 
 
    She didn’t respond, just wrapped her arms around his waist and rested her head on his chest. It woke things inside him, things he’d long considered dead, and cast a light on the places where his demons usually lurked. 
 
    But now wasn’t the time to start getting mushy, especially when he had a prisoner to question. He leaned back far enough to see her face. “This guy you caught. Did you recognize him?” 
 
    She nodded. “If I remember correctly, his name is either Salzo or Salazar. I never interacted with him directly, but he used to visit the compound two or three times a week. Whenever he came, he always went straight to the house, so I assume he’s somebody important.” 
 
    She was probably right, which meant there was a strong possibility he knew critical information about how Aranza operated, including his current location. 
 
    Though a part of him really didn’t want to, he stepped back from her embrace. “I’m going to talk to him. It might be better if you’re not around.” 
 
    Worry lines bracketed her eyes and mouth. “Why, what are you going to do?” 
 
    All sorts of bad things. He might even enjoy them. He supposed that made him a terrible person, but he’d come to terms with it a long time ago. “It’s best you don’t know.” 
 
    Those hazel eyes of hers narrowed. “In case you haven’t noticed, I’m not some damsel in distress. Stop treating me like I’m delicate.” 
 
    “I know you’re not delicate. It’s just…” He was stepping into a potential minefield, and he paused to choose his words carefully. “To make him talk, I may have to do things you won’t approve of.” 
 
    “You mean torture?” 
 
    “I mean whatever it takes to extract the required information.” Contrary to how it was portrayed in the movies, modern-day interrogation techniques were largely based on incentive rather than intimidation. Most of the time, rapport building and empathy were more successful in convincing a prisoner to talk. Unfortunately, those tactics took time, a luxury he didn’t possess. He’d try nice first, but he wouldn’t hesitate to apply harsher forms of pressure. 
 
    Hope stared at him, disapproval on her face, and the fact it bugged him left him unsettled. “If that’s what you’re going to do, then I need to be in there with you.” 
 
    “It’ll be easier if you’re not.” 
 
    “Too bad. If my presence makes that much of a difference, then perhaps you shouldn’t be doing it.” 
 
    Whatever. He didn’t have time for this shit. Shoulders squared, he strode into the dining room— 
 
    And froze dead in his tracks at the sight of one of the men who’d taken great pleasure in torturing him and Carmen. Jackson and Navarre stood directly behind him, their arms folded over their chests like a couple of bouncers ready to crack skulls. 
 
    In the blink of an eye, Wade was back in that warehouse, the restraints biting into his wrists as he struggled in vain to break free. The stench of blood and sex hung heavy in the air, while Carmen’s screams drilled into his mind. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s it. Scream louder, bitch. It makes my dick even harder.” 
 
    Primal rage slammed into Wade with the full force of a freight train. A red haze clouded his vision, while his hands balled into fists so tight it was a wonder his knuckles didn’t pop right out of their sockets. 
 
    The man looked up at his approach, recognition dawning in his eyes. 
 
    “Hey, I remember you. Guadalajara, right?” The bastard smirked, a ballsy move, considering the position he was in. “It was you and that sweet piece of ass.” 
 
    Any lingering thoughts of rapport building flew right out the fucking window. Wade didn’t say a word, just glared at the guy while he struggled to keep a lid on the fury that coursed through his veins like molten lava. He slipped one finger into his pants pocket and touched the silver cross that used to belong to Carmen. 
 
    With a great deal of effort, he reined his temper in, though the savage need for retribution remained. He stalked across the room, grabbed the guy’s left hand, and slapped it onto the table. In one fluid movement, he pulled his knife from the sheath on his belt and drove the blade through the man’s callused palm and into the table below. 
 
    A high-pitched shriek filled the room. Once the guy stopped screaming, he shouted, “What the fuck is wrong with you, man? Don’t you know who I—” 
 
    A fist to the face broke his nose. Blood gushed out, running down his chin and soaking the front of his shirt. As his free hand shot up to cover his face, Wade grabbed one finger and bent it back until there was an audible snap. 
 
    Hope flinched, her face going pale as the guy screamed louder, while Jackson and Navarre acted as though nothing had happened. 
 
    Wade’s deep voice cut through the noise. “Shut up or I’ll break another.” 
 
    The guy went quiet, his lips pressed into a thin, trembling line as if it took every ounce of his effort not to make a sound. 
 
    Austin skidded into the room. “I heard screaming. What’s going—oh.” 
 
    Ignoring his brother, Wade dragged a chair over, spun it around, and straddled it as he sat, resting his chest against the back of the chair and crossing his arms over the top of it. “I want to thank you for giving me the chance to apply everything I learned in Guadalajara. And yeah, I remember every last second of the thirteen hours I spent in that warehouse. Want to guess how long you’ll last?” He yanked the knife out of the table, and the guy let out a choked whimper. 
 
    In Guadalajara, Aranza and his men had inflicted pain because they could, because they got off on it. In the here and now, Wade had a different objective, which required different tactics. He’d given the asshole a sample of the damage he could inflict. Now he wanted him wondering what he’d do to him next, and how he could stop it from happening. 
 
    Wade glanced over the man’s shoulder to Jackson and Navarre. “It’s time we start another pool. I’m going to be optimistic and say I’ll get to work him over for at least ten hours.” 
 
    Back home, the guys had a habit of betting on every little thing, from the points spread of football games to how many minutes Nate would be late to a meeting. When Larissa was pregnant, they had pools on which day she’d give birth, the weight of the baby, sex of the baby, and whether her husband Shane would pass out in the delivery room. 
 
    Navarre snorted. “That little puke? I give him seven tops.” 
 
    “Put me down for four,” Jackson said. 
 
    “We don’t have time for this shit,” Austin snapped. “Break him in two, or I’m putting a bullet in him.” 
 
    Wade grunted. “You heard the man.” 
 
    He broke another finger, and when the guy stopped screaming, Wade leaned in close enough to catch a whiff of stale sweat and desperation. 
 
    “It’s in your power to make me stop. Just tell me what I want to know. If you don’t, I’m going to find a sharp object, and then we’ll have some real fun.” 
 
    The man’s throat bobbed as he swallowed. “Do your best. I got nothing to lose.” 
 
    “There’s always something to lose. The only challenge is identifying it. In the meantime, let’s explore your threshold for pain. Remember this?” Wade pointed the tip of his knife at the cross-shaped scar on his face. “Your boss carved this on me like I was a fucking piece of wood, to match the one my partner wore. Thought it was real damn funny. It took four surgeries to make me look this good. Let’s see if I can do a better job on you.” 
 
    A bead of sweat trickled down the man’s face. “You can’t do that.” 
 
    “Wanna bet?” 
 
    “You’re a cop!” 
 
    “Not anymore. Even if I was, I’m not in the States, and none of this was sanctioned by the Mexican government. But don’t worry. I want you to live long enough to serve as a message for the others.” Wade stood, paused a few moments to see if he’d talk, and when he didn’t, his gaze flicked to Jackson and Navarre. “Hold his legs open. I want to find a hammer.” 
 
    “Wait!” The word came out in a panicked screech. 
 
    Wade arched one eyebrow. “Give me one reason why I should.” 
 
    The man’s breath came out in short, shallow pants as his eyes darted about the room. His gaze landed on Hope, most likely because he assumed a woman would be the soft touch of the group. He wasn’t wrong, but it wouldn’t matter. “It’s not my fault. I was following orders.” 
 
    Ah, the Nuremberg defense, popular with scumbags around the globe, though not particularly creative. “No decent human being would have followed those orders. You enjoyed every second of what you did to me and Special Agent Carmen Lopez. Now talk. We’ll start with something easy: your name.” 
 
    “Salazar. Javier Enrique Gutierrez Salazar.” 
 
    “See, that wasn’t so hard.” 
 
    “Please, I got a wife. Four kids. My son is only two. Without me to support them, they’ll—” 
 
    “I really don’t give a shit.” Whether the guy was telling the truth was irrelevant. He was human garbage, plain and simple—a murdering rapist who deserved life in a cage. No, scratch that; he deserved to be buried beneath it. “Let’s move on to more pressing matters, like your boss. I want to know where to find him.” 
 
    Eyes wide, Salazar shook his head. “If I say, he’ll kill me.” 
 
    “If you don’t, you’ll wish you were dead. Choice is yours.” Wade crossed his arms. “Talk, and I’ll make sure Aranza never hurts you.” 
 
    “You can’t guarantee that.” 
 
    “Sure I can. If you don’t talk, bad things are going to happen, and then I’ll tell the right people that you squealed like a fucking pig.” 
 
    A spark of anger tightened Salazar’s eyes. “Nobody would believe you.” 
 
    “Are you sure about that?” 
 
    The look on his face made it obvious the answer was no. Of course it was no. Assholes who ran in these sorts of circles made a habit of knifing each other in the back at the first opportunity. Even if they believed him, though they probably wouldn’t, they’d use it to climb up a notch in the cartel hierarchy. 
 
    Patience straining, Wade leaned one hip on the table and met Salazar’s panicked gaze. “Last chance. Where did he go?” 
 
    The room went deathly quiet, save for the sound of the clock on the wall and Salazar’s erratic breathing. Salazar stared out the window, perhaps trying to pin down which unfortunate life choice had landed him in this predicament. At last, he muttered, “He went to Dos Cruces.” 
 
    It was the same city where Aranza’s phone pinged, which lent credibility to the claim. “Where in Dos Cruces?” 
 
    Salazar shook his head. “I don’t know the address. I’ve only been there once. Big house, red door. Wrought-iron fence. There’s, uh…a statue in the front. Guy on a horse.” 
 
    “See, that wasn’t hard, now was it?” Whether the information was true or not was anybody’s guess. He’d find out when they got to Dos Cruces. In the meantime, he couldn’t think of a reason why this asshole should still be breathing. 
 
    Giving in to his anger, Wade walked behind Salazar, gripped his head with both hands, and yanked hard to the left until he heard a satisfying snap. “That was for Carmen, you worthless sack of shit.” 
 
    An audible gasp filled the room. Wade twisted his head toward the sound and saw Hope a few feet away, slack-jawed, one hand on her chest, her face impossibly pale. But it was the horror in her widened eyes that tore into his heart. 
 
    “You said you weren’t going to kill him.” 
 
    “I said I’d make sure Aranza never hurt him. I never gave specifics.” There were many things in life Wade regretted, but he refused to count this as one of them. Salazar was scum of the earth. A canker on the ass of humanity. He did the world a goddamn favor by taking him out. His only regret was that the asshole didn’t suffer as much as Carmen had before she died. 
 
    Jaw set, back stiff, he forced his gaze away. “One more sweep of the property and we’re out of here. I want to be on the road in an hour.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    Wade wished that Austin had been more selective when blowing up vehicles in the compound. 
 
    To be fair, the Jeep was a definite improvement over hiking through the jungle. But five people plus bags and weapons in one vehicle made for a seriously cramped ride. Hope was sandwiched between Wade and Jackson in the backseat, while Navarre sat behind the wheel and Austin rode shotgun. 
 
    Hope had been giving Wade the silent treatment ever since he killed Salazar. That bothered him more than it should have. He hadn’t asked for her permission, and he certainly didn’t want her forgiveness. It shined a light on how different they were, and how he had no business getting involved with a woman like her. She deserved better than his sorry ass, and it reinforced his decision to take her straight to the consulate as soon as they reached Guadalajara. 
 
    The road that led away from the compound was unpaved and deeply rutted, a narrow, treacherous path carved through the jungle’s thick trees and undergrowth. With every bump, Wade’s knees slammed into the seat in front of him. How Hope had managed to fall asleep was a mystery to him. She’d drifted off less than an hour into the trip and had slumped against his side, and her warmth and softness did things to him that he’d rather not think about. 
 
    What had taken days to hike only took a few hours by car, and they blew right past Viento Tranquilos and headed for Dos Cruces. 
 
    Now that Wade had two people to avenge, his resolve had grown even stronger. He wanted Aranza so badly he could practically taste it. He wanted to choke the life out of the bastard’s body, wanted to watch the light fade from his eyes. Most of all, he wanted the satisfaction of knowing he’d never hurt anyone again. 
 
    Maybe then Wade could sleep through the night without waking up in a cold sweat. 
 
    They drove for hours, only taking short breaks for fuel, food, and to stretch their legs. The landscape changed as they climbed to a higher elevation, and by late afternoon, they’d reached the outskirts of Mexico City, a sprawling metropolis of over twenty million people and the largest Spanish-speaking city in the world. As they got closer, the roads became more congested until traffic slowed to a crawl. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Wade asked when Navarre angled into the exit lane. 
 
    “We’ve got at least another six hours of driving before we reach Dos Cruces,” Austin answered for him. “I don’t know about you, but my legs can’t take being crammed in this Jeep any longer. We’ll get rooms for the night and rent something bigger in the morning.” 
 
    It was a perfectly reasonable thing to do. They’d been on the road for the better part of a day and everyone was starting to get cranky. And hungry. Not to mention, somebody was pretty damn ripe. Wade hoped it wasn’t him. 
 
    A bigger vehicle would be a welcome change, not just for the comfort aspect. He shuddered to think of what might happen if they got pulled over in a stolen car belonging to a notorious drug lord. Not to mention the police wouldn’t react very well to the arsenal stashed in the back. 
 
    The blast of a truck horn startled Hope awake, her eyes wild for a second or two before she gained her bearings. Yawning, she scrubbed a hand over her face as she leaned forward in her seat to peer out the window. The sun was already starting to set. Another hour, it would be dark. “Where are we?” 
 
    “Mexico City,” Wade said. “We’re getting rooms for the night.” 
 
    She straightened as the last bits of sleep faded from her eyes. “Is there an embassy here?” 
 
    His gut twisted. “Yeah.” 
 
    Austin powered up his phone and swiped at the screen. Moments later, his eyebrows pulled together. “The embassy closed forty-five minutes ago. Opens tomorrow morning at 8:30. We can bring you then.” 
 
    “Oh. Okay.”  
 
    Her tone and expression gave nothing away, and Wade would have given anything to know what was going on inside her head. 
 
    The city was a mixture of old and new, with a rich historical center built on the ashes of the Aztec Empire. It had a bustling business district, vibrant night life, plenty of hotels, and a shady section the locals usually steered tourists away from. And yes, it even had at least one Walmart. Probably a few McDonald’s as well, though Wade hadn’t spotted any yet. 
 
    The first order of business was to find a place to crash for the night. Navarre drove into the lot of a large hotel that appeared safe and clean and had a recognizable name, and pulled into the first available spot not far from the outdoor pool area. 
 
    “Christ, I can’t feel my legs,” Austin said as he unfolded himself from the Jeep. 
 
    “Tell me about it.” Navarre twisted his back until it made a loud popping sound. “I haven’t felt that cramped since the last time I flew on Spirit.” 
 
    Jackson opened the rear storage area of the Jeep, and everyone grabbed their stuff. Together, they strode into the hotel lobby, and the feel of crisp, cool air was like a slice of Nirvana. 
 
    The lobby was a hive of human activity, people coming and going, wrangling luggage, trying to squeeze into the elevator so they wouldn’t have to wait for the next one. A mother chased after a redheaded boy who was screaming at the top of his lungs. She caught up to him by the water fountain, and when she gave his ass a resounding swat, the scream turned into tears. 
 
    At the reception desk was a slender-built Hispanic man in his mid- to late-twenties, with short black hair and deep-brown eyes. If he noticed their dishevelment—how could he possibly not?—he had the good grace not to show it. 
 
    “Good afternoon.” His American radar must have been working, because he spoke in flawless English. “How can I help you today?” 
 
    Austin took point at the counter. “We don’t have a reservation. Do you have any rooms available?” 
 
    “How many do you need?” 
 
    “That depends. How many beds are in a room?” 
 
    “Let me check what’s available.” The clerk tapped a few commands into his computer, his gaze flicking up now and again as if making sure they hadn’t left. “We have rooms available with two double beds or one king.” 
 
    “We’re cool with two doubles,” Navarre said, and Jackson voiced his agreement. 
 
    “Can you get us three rooms close together? At least two need to have double beds.” 
 
    Another pause while the clerk did his thing. “I have three rooms together, all with double beds, but they’re street-side. Is that acceptable?” 
 
    “What floor?” Wade asked. 
 
    “Eight.” 
 
    “That’s fine.” Austin handed over his credit card, and a few minutes later, the clerk slid three sets of keycards across the counter. 
 
    “You’ll be staying in rooms 845, 47, and 49. Elevators are to your left. When you reach the eighth floor, turn to your left. Your rooms will be on the right.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “Dibs on first shower,” Austin said as the elevator doors slid shut. Five people plus bags made for a claustrophobic ride, but they managed to make it work. 
 
    “Dibs on the shower in our room,” Jackson added. 
 
    Navarre glared at him. “No way, man. I smell worse than a dumpster.” 
 
    “And I don’t?” 
 
    “Yeah, but I expect that from you.” 
 
    Austin chuckled under his breath. If they hadn’t been in such close quarters, Jackson probably would have swatted Navarre. 
 
    “Pick a number between one and ten but don’t say it out loud,” Jackson said to Hope, who stood by the panel with the buttons. After a slight pause, he added, “I pick seven.” 
 
    “Two,” Navarre said, and then asked Hope, “Who’s closer?” 
 
    Her gaze flicked from one man to the other, her bottom lip caught between her teeth. “Do I have to say?” 
 
    Navarre nodded. “First dibs is riding on it.” 
 
    She gave Jackson a sympathetic look. “Sorry, it was four.” 
 
    Jackson cursed, while Navarre did a fist pump. 
 
    A ding, and the elevator doors swooshed open to a wide corridor with beige-painted walls and lots of funky artwork. Bags in hand, everybody poured out and headed for their rooms. 
 
    “Be there in a minute,” Wade told Austin, and then walked with Hope to her room. At the door, he held his hand out for her key. 
 
    She arched a brow. “I’m capable of opening a door.” 
 
    “I’m well aware of that, but I want to make sure the room’s secure.” 
 
    Her expression turned to one of annoyance. “What’s the point? Nobody knows we’re here.” 
 
    His temper pricked, though he did his best to conceal it. “Humor me, will you? After tomorrow, you’ll never have to deal with me again.” 
 
    And why did that bother him so much? He should feel relieved to have her out of his hair. Someplace safe, where she’d be protected. Once she got home, she could rebuild her life, maybe start her very own practice. Hell, she might even find a nice guy to put up with her shit and not drag her headfirst into danger. 
 
    And why did that bother him even more? 
 
    Forcing the thought from his mind, he took one of the keycards from her and unlocked the door. Inside, he drew his gun from his bag and did a quick sweep, his booted feet moving silently over the blue-gray patterned carpet. The faint scent of cleaning disinfectant lingered in the air from the last housekeeping service. There wasn’t much to check, just a large room with two beds, a closet, a small table and two chairs by the window, and a bathroom. But it was secure and brightly lit, a welcome change from the jungle. 
 
    For the first time in God knew how long, she’d be able to get a good night’s rest. After months of captivity, and then being on the run, she’d probably forgotten what that felt like 
 
    Satisfied, he flipped the safety on his pistol and tucked it back into his bag. “If you need anything, call my room.” 
 
    She didn’t say a word, just continued to glare at him as if he’d kicked a puppy. 
 
    This high and mighty act of hers was starting to piss him off. It had been a long day, there was a crick in his neck, his back ached like a motherfucker, and he sure as hell wasn’t in the mood for Dr. Judgmental. “I’m not going to apologize for killing Salazar.” 
 
    “That’s probably for the best. Last I checked, murder wasn’t one of those things that fell under ‘Oops, my bad.’” 
 
    A low growl rose in Wade’s throat. His molars ground together, his jaw aching with the effort to keep his temper under control. “Would you like to know how many times he raped my partner? How many scars on my back came from him?” He moved closer, deep into her personal space, and she didn’t so much as flinch. Any other time, he’d give her points for that, but right now it just made him madder. “If you knew even a fraction of the things he did to me and Carmen, you wouldn’t feel so forgiving.” 
 
    “Then how about you enlighten me?” 
 
    He scoffed. “I don’t think so. It’s bad enough I relive that shit every time I close my eyes. I’m not giving it the light of day.” 
 
    Her chin tipped up. “We could have turned him in to the police.” 
 
    “Oh, you mean the ones in Viento Tranquilos who were on Aranza’s payroll? Yeah, I’m sure that would have gone over well. Maybe if we asked real nice, they would have let us dig our own graves.” 
 
    She made a sound that managed to articulate what she thought of his last statement. Still, the hard lines bracketing her mouth softened, as did the tone of her voice. “There must have been something we could have done that didn’t involve execution.” 
 
    “No, there wasn’t. Aranza owns a lot of cops. There’s no way to know which ones. Turning Salazar in to the police could have gotten us arrested. Or worse, it might have gotten us killed.” Though he didn’t agree with her point of view, he was beginning to understand it. Doctors were tasked with saving lives, with doing no harm to their patients. Because she’d been the one to capture Salazar, she probably felt at least partly responsible for his death. “Aranza’s the kind of guy who likes to use family for leverage. If we’d let Salazar go, he would have gone straight to Aranza, and that asshole wouldn’t think twice about going after my family…or your uncle.” 
 
    She stared at him for a long, hard moment. The flush of anger had faded from her face, but the trouble in her eyes remained. “I still don’t like it.” 
 
    “I know.” He shoved his hands into his pants pockets so he wouldn’t give in to the urge to touch her. “That’s because you’re a better person than I am.” 
 
    Once upon a time, he’d been great at handling assets, knowing just the right time to sweet-talk, to threaten. To comfort or console. To do whatever it took to achieve his desired result. But with each passing day, he was finding it harder to view her as nothing but an asset. More and more, he saw her as a woman, and nothing good could come from that. 
 
    “I was wondering,” she said as he started to leave. “Could I borrow some money? I need to pick up a few things so I look presentable when I go to the embassy.” 
 
    He turned back to face her. “What do you need?” 
 
    “Well, a razor for starters. I haven’t shaved in months. My legs look like they belong to Chewbacca.” 
 
    The corners of his mouth twitched. He’d seen a lot of her body at the waterfall, and not one single inch of it came close to resembling a Wookie. To the contrary, she had a smooth midriff, toned arms and legs, and enough curves to make a man forget his own damn name. And that mouth. Christ, that mouth. Just thinking about how her mouth felt against his sent a bolt of lust right through him. 
 
    Oh, hell no. With a grimace, he shook the thought away. The last thing she needed was a hot mess like him screwing up her life any more than he already had. 
 
    Determined to regain some sense of composure, Wade dumped his pack on the foot of the bed and zipped it open. After a few seconds of rooting around, he pulled out a disposable razor and gave it to her. No skin off his nose. It wasn’t as if he’d been putting a lot of miles on it. “Use mine. We’ll go to a store later and get everything else that you need.” 
 
    “But I—” 
 
    “Later, Bones. It’s been a long day, and I want to take a shower. I’m sure you want one too.” Great, now he was thinking about how she’d look naked and soapy. If he didn’t drag his mind out of the gutter, he’d end up with his first public erection since high school. 
 
    Before he made a total ass of himself, he turned and headed for the door. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    Alone for the first time in days, Hope toed off her shoes, curled her toes in the carpet, and basked in the wonders of silence, safety, and solitude. 
 
    Such a simple thing, being alone and unafraid, a combination she hadn’t experienced for the better part of a year. There were so many things she wanted to do, things she used to take for granted: talk to her uncle, eat a real meal. Read a book. Sleep in a bed. 
 
    But first, she wanted a shower. 
 
    At the compound, she hadn’t felt safe enough to properly bathe, and had mostly relied on quick sponge baths after barricading herself in the bathroom. Eager to be clean, she set Wade’s razor on top of the stack of clothes she’d retrieved from her old room at the compound, stripped to the skin, and locked herself in the bathroom—what could she say; old habits died hard. 
 
    The water pressure was weak, and the hottest setting wasn’t all that hot, but she didn’t care one bit. For a few minutes, she stood there with her eyes closed, naked beneath the showerhead, and let the water splash over her body. It was heaven. She released a long, contented sigh as the last bits of stress and tension bled away from her body. 
 
    In her rush, she’d forgotten the little bottles of shampoo and conditioner, but luckily there was a small bar of soap on the tray on the wall. Not the greatest way to wash her hair, but it wasn’t any worse than what she’d used during her months of captivity. She cleaned her face, her body, her hair, not stopping until the last bits of dirt and grime swirled down the drain and her skin was pink from scrubbing. 
 
    Feeling refreshed for the first time in what felt like forever, she shut off the water and dried away the droplets with a big, white, fluffy towel. Now that she was clean, she hated the idea of getting dressed. Yes, she had clean clothes, but they were the ones Aranza had provided for her. Putting them on felt…wrong. Then again, it wasn’t as though she had much choice, at least until she went shopping. 
 
    She wiped the steam off the mirror over the vanity and took stock of her reflection. Needless to say, she saw no point in asking who was the fairest of them all, because it certainly wasn’t her. If anything, she was relieved the glass didn’t shatter. Sleep deprivation, sun exposure, and poor nutrition had taken a toll on her body. She’d also lost some muscle tone, though it wasn’t as bad as she’d expected. 
 
    On the bright side, most of it was reversible. With regular sleep, better diet, a whole lot of moisturizer, and a return to her regular workout routine, she’d snap back to normal in no time. 
 
    A noise outside the bathroom made her breath catch in her throat. She went completely still, her ears straining. Fear slid through her veins. Her gaze flicked to the doorknob, relieved to see she’d remembered to flip the lock. 
 
    Her first thought was to call out, “Who’s there?” but shit like that got people in horror movies killed, as did going to investigate strange noises. Still, it wasn’t as if she could stay in the bathroom forever. Sooner or later, she’d have to go out and see who—or what—was in her room. 
 
    Not making a sound, she tugged on tan pants and a white short-sleeve blouse, and then searched for something to use as a weapon. The pickings were slim; she settled on the only thing in the room with some heft—the hair dryer. It wasn’t much, but it was better than nothing. Steeling her nerves, she yanked open the bathroom door. 
 
    And saw nothing to sound an alarm. 
 
    To be safe, and yes, because she was paranoid, she checked the closet, behind the curtains, under the beds, and her grip on the hair dryer relaxed when she didn’t find any knuckle-dragging psychopaths lurking about. 
 
    Relieved and feeling somewhat foolish, she plopped down on one of the beds and set the dryer on the nightstand. In the back of her mind, she wondered how long it would be until she felt at ease. A month, six months? Odds were, she would never feel truly safe until Roberto Aranza was behind bars…or six feet under. She didn’t like to think in those terms, but the drug lord wasn’t the kind of man to let bygones be bygones. Sooner or later, he’d come after her—or worse, strike at her through a family member or friend. 
 
    At the thought of her uncle, her chest squeezed tight, and her gaze drifted to the phone. She hadn’t spoken with him in days; he must be worried sick about her. The long distance charges would be ridiculous, but it was a price she was willing to pay. Whatever the charges, she’d reimburse Austin once she regained access to her accounts. 
 
    One ring. Two rings. Nervous, she glanced at the clock on the nightstand. With the time difference, he should be out of work by now. 
 
    The call kicked over to voice mail, and the sound of his gravelly voice put a huge grin on her face. God, she missed him. 
 
    “Uncle Evan, it’s Hope. I’m safe. If all goes well, I’ll be home soon.” She considered telling him where she was, but lingering paranoia had her withholding the information. “I’ll call you again when I have more information. I love you. Bye.” 
 
    A lump formed in her throat when she hung up the phone. How soon she could return to the States depended on how long it would take to obtain new travel documents. She had no idea what the process entailed. Presumably, they’d need to confirm her identity since she had no passport, driver’s license, credit cards—anything to prove who she was. Her fingerprints were on file with the Army, State Department, and God only knew where else. If that wasn’t enough, perhaps Uncle Evan could dig through the boxes she’d left in her old room and find her military ID. 
 
    A knock at the door jarred her from her thoughts. Checking the peephole, she saw Wade in the hall. Her pulse kicked up at the sight of him, like it did when she was on a roller coaster about to take that first big plunge. He’d changed into jeans and a black T-shirt that stretched nicely over his chest and biceps. His hair was wet as if he’d recently showered, though he still hadn’t shaved, and thick black stubble framed his strong, square jaw. He looked…incredible. 
 
    Mouth-watering. 
 
    She had no business thinking about him like that. They were two different people from two very different worlds, with next to nothing in common. Come tomorrow, they’d go their separate ways, and she’d never see Wade Flint again. 
 
    That bothered her a lot more than it should. 
 
    After smoothing the front of her shirt, she twisted the knob and opened the door. 
 
    He didn’t say anything for a moment or two, just looked her up and down in a way that set her nerve endings on fire. The left corner of his mouth curved up a fraction, and the bottom of his facial scar puckered. “You clean up well.” 
 
    “Same to you.” She opened the door a little wider for him to enter. “What’s up? Are we going shopping?” 
 
    “Not yet. The guys want to grab dinner first. You’re welcome to come along, if you want.” 
 
    It was tempting. Just the mention of food made her stomach rumble. But she wasn’t feeling particularly social, and the idea of being out in public made her nervous. 
 
    “I appreciate the offer, but I think I’m going to pass.” 
 
    His brows drew together. “Something wrong?” 
 
    “No, it’s just…” Not wanting to come across as an ungrateful jerk, she paused to choose her next words. “Don’t get me wrong. I really like the guys. They’ve shown me nothing but kindness. But I’m tired, and after everything that’s happened, I could use some quiet time to decompress. Would it be okay if I ordered room service instead?” 
 
    “Sure, if that’s what you want.” Disappointment darkened his eyes as he stepped toward the door. “I’ll let the guys know you won’t be joining us—” 
 
    “No, that’s not what I meant.” She cut him off, and then ran a hand through her hair. “I was kind of hoping you’d stay. It’s…well, after everything we’ve been through, I thought it might be nice for us to share a meal.” 
 
    “Oh.” His eyebrows rose, and she suddenly felt like an awkward teenager who just asked the popular hot guy out on a date. 
 
    Feeling ridiculous, she waved a dismissive hand. “You know what? Don’t worry about it. You guys enjoy dinner. I’ll be fine here on my own.” 
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    “No, it’s okay. I’ll stay.” Wade retrieved his phone from his back pocket, sent Austin a text to let him know they were ordering room service, and put the phone away. 
 
    If given the choice, he’d much rather eat in privacy than go to a restaurant and get stared at like he was some kind of freak because of his facial scars. Even when people tried not to be obvious about it, he still felt their stares and heard their whispers, and it never failed to piss him off. 
 
    Though why Hope wanted him to stick around was a mystery to him. Most likely, it was security reasons. Who could blame her? The poor woman had been kidnapped, threatened, shot at, and held hostage. She deserved to finally feel safe. Considering everything she’d done for him, it was the very least he could do. 
 
    She smiled, and it was all he could do not to kiss her. “What are you in the mood to eat?” 
 
    You, he thought, but he had enough sense to keep it to himself. The last thing she needed was a basket case like him making an even bigger mess of her life. 
 
    Forcing the thoughts from his mind, he crossed to the small table by the window and picked up the room service menu. “It looks like they’ve got a bit of everything: Chinese, Italian, seafood. They even have a pizzeria and a steak house.” 
 
    Her eyes practically gleamed. “You don’t have a preference?” 
 
    “No, but I get the impression you do.” 
 
    She caught her bottom lip between her teeth. “I don’t know; it all sounds so good. But it’s been eons since I had a steak.” 
 
    “Steak it is. How do you want yours cooked?” 
 
    “Medium rare.” 
 
    “Baked potato or fries?” 
 
    “Baked potato with loads of butter and sour cream. Oh, and bacon if they have it.” 
 
    “Drink?” 
 
    “Um…” She did that thing with her bottom lip again, and his body responded in a manner that was totally inappropriate. “I’m tempted to say wine, but I’m so tired it’ll probably put me to sleep. I guess I’ll just have a Coke instead.” 
 
    “You got it.” He picked up the phone and ordered two steaks, both medium rare, baked potato for her, fries for him, a Coke, and a beer. For good measure, he ordered two slices of chocolate cake, because why the hell not? If she didn’t want hers, he’d happily eat it. All the while, he watched as she crossed the small room and stood in front of the closed balcony door. As if sensing his gaze, she looked over her shoulder at him, and the smile she gave stirred things inside him that he lacked the words to describe. 
 
    The woman on the other end of the line said something, but he was so focused on Hope, he’d totally missed it. “I’m sorry; what did you say?” 
 
    She repeated the order back to him, and he confirmed that it was correct. 
 
    “They said it’ll be here in about thirty minutes,” he said as he laid the phone back on its base. 
 
    “Good. That’ll give us some time to talk.” 
 
    He cocked one eyebrow. “About what?” 
 
    “Nothing bad, I promise.” She sank onto one of the chairs. “I’ve been thinking about everything that’s happened. You know, from the point where you helped me at the bar.” 
 
    And the part where he’d blackmailed her into acting as his guide. That hadn’t been one of his finer moments, and he still felt like an asshole about it. “Look, I’m sorry. I never should have—” 
 
    “I’m not angling for an apology, Wade.” She smiled again, and it warmed him inside. “On the contrary, I wanted to thank you.” 
 
    Okay, he hadn’t seen that one coming. He stared at her for the better part of a minute, not sure how to respond. “Is this one of those Stockholm syndrome kind of things?” 
 
    Her lips pressed together, but she didn’t appear angry. “The thought crossed my mind, but the answer is no.” 
 
    “Then what the hell are you thanking me for?” 
 
    “For saving me from those policemen. And for rescuing me when you realized what Hector was up to.” 
 
    The mention of Hector put a sour feeling in his gut and resurrected a lot of conflicting emotions. “I’m still not sure I did the right thing there. If I’d let him go, he would have taken you to safety. He’d still be alive.” 
 
    “You can’t say that for sure.” 
 
    “He said you weren’t part of the bargain.” 
 
    “He’d also been lying to you for years. For all you know, that was just another lie.” 
 
    In many ways, he hoped it was a lie, because if Hector’s intentions with Hope had been benign, he’d have something else to feel guilty about. He stared down at his large, callused hands, stained with blood nobody else could see. 
 
    Hope crossed to where he stood, and he caught a whiff of her sweet, fresh floral scent. She was a walking contradiction—delicate with a core of steel, understated yet stunningly beautiful. Odds were, she had no idea of the effect she had on him, which made him want her all the more. 
 
    Empathy softened her eyes. “We’ll never know for sure, so why beat yourself up over it?” 
 
    “A man’s dead. That’s plenty reason.” He thought of Hector’s daughters, who’d never see their father again, and the knife dug in a little deeper. Christ, they called him Uncle Wade. He’d been to their house for Christmas dinner. How the fuck was he going to tell them that their father was buried in an unmarked grave in the middle of nowhere, and that he’d been the one to put him there? 
 
    Hope touched his arm, and a jolt of awareness heated his body. “He betrayed you and Carmen. She’s dead because of him. I’m surprised you’d feel this conflicted over a man who caused you so much pain.” 
 
    She was right, of course. It annoyed the hell out of him. He didn’t like having this many shades of gray in his life. Black and white was so much easier to deal with. 
 
    Part of him was glad the bastard was dead, though it left him feeling hollow. And stupid. Really, really stupid. Hector had been his closest friend and confidant, the only non-family member—aside from Carmen—who he’d ever truly trusted. Apparently, that trust hadn’t worked both ways, or Hector would have told him about Aranza’s threats and blackmail. 
 
    No matter which way he looked at it, he was a shit judge of character. 
 
    His gaze flicked to Hope. His gut said to trust her, but that didn’t mean shit to him anymore. Was he wrong about her too? It had been so long since he’d been attracted to a woman, and he couldn’t help but wonder how much his desire for her was clouding his perception. 
 
    “I almost died in that warehouse,” he said. “I was in a coma for six days. When I finally came out of it, the first person I saw was Hector, asleep on a chair beside my hospital bed. He looked like hell, hadn’t shaved in days. A rosary was wrapped around his hand. The nurse said he’d been there since they wheeled me out of surgery.” 
 
    He drew a deep breath and let it out slowly, as the memory unfurled in his mind. If he closed his eyes, he could almost make out the rhythmic sound of the machines and the scent of whatever they used to keep the hospital clean. “He looked so relieved when he saw I was awake. It’s hard to reconcile that memory with the fact he was responsible for what happened to me and Carmen. That he sold me out a second time.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” Her eyes softened as she gripped his hand and threaded her fingers through his. “I can’t even begin to imagine all of the emotions you must be experiencing.” 
 
    Wade shrugged, his focus fixed on her hand. He liked the feel of it in his grip, so soft and yet so strong. “Most of the time, it’s easier to ignore them.” 
 
    “That’s not very healthy.” 
 
    “I’m a guy; it’s how we’re wired.” Needing space, he slipped his fingers free. “Let’s talk about something different.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” He rubbed the growing tension at the base of his neck as his mind scrambled for something—anything—to discuss. “Tell me one thing about yourself that nobody knows.” 
 
    Her lips pursed. “If I tell you, it won’t be a secret anymore.” 
 
    “That’s the whole point.” 
 
    There they were again, those lines between her eyes. “This doesn’t sound like a fun game.” 
 
    He fought back a grin. This was safer territory. “What are you so afraid of?” 
 
    “I’m not afraid.” 
 
    “Then answer the question.” 
 
    She eyed him warily. “No judging?” 
 
    “Of course there will be judging. That’s the whole point.” 
 
    “And you’ll do the same?” 
 
    He didn’t want to, but he supposed it was only fair. “Sure, what the hell.” 
 
    She stared at him for a long moment, as if trying to think of something that nobody else knew. A woman like her probably didn’t keep a whole lot of secrets. It simply wasn’t in her nature. 
 
    At last, she must have thought of one, because a blush crept up her neck. 
 
    “Oh, God, I can’t believe I’m about to do this.” She drew a deep breath and squared her shoulders. “Ever since I was a teenager, I’ve had a huge crush on Jeff Goldblum.” 
 
    He blinked. Blinked again. Okay, he hadn’t expected that one. “Jeff Goldblum. The tall, geeky guy in Jurassic Park?” 
 
    “That’s him.” 
 
    “Why? He’s built like a stalk of celery.” Not to mention, he was older. A lot older. Like old enough to be her dad. Or grandad. 
 
    She shrugged as the initial flush of embarrassment receded. “Looks aren’t everything, you know. It has more to do with his personality. He’s smart and quirky, and he seems like the kind of guy who’d be a lot of fun to be around. I’ve seen all of his movies at least once.” 
 
    “Even the shitty ones?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Which one is your favorite?” 
 
    “Independence Day,” she answered without hesitation. 
 
    He let out a low huff. “I would have guessed Thor: Ragnarok.” 
 
    “No, I watch that one for Chris Hemsworth. All right, your turn. Tell me something nobody else knows.” 
 
    This was the part where he seriously regretted starting this conversation. For a moment or two, he considered not playing along, but he’d already given his word, damn it. Brows drawn, he took a long, deep breath as the one thing he’d never shared with anyone entered his mind. 
 
    Fucking hell, he was really going to do this. “Every morning, ever since I came out of that coma, I’ve thought about ending my life. Where I’d go, how I’d do it. Whether anyone would miss me when I’m gone.” 
 
    Concern lines dashed across her forehead. “Of course people would miss you. How could you even question that?” 
 
    “In case you haven’t noticed, I’m not an easy person to be around.” Eyes averted, he dragged his hand along his rough beard stubble. He’d meant to shave once they reached the hotel, but he’d given her his razor instead. “When Carmen died, something inside me died right alongside her. It’s not coming back. Not now, not ever. That’s just the ugly truth. For a while, I thought killing Aranza would help, but now I know it won’t. I’m still going to do it, though. That fucker deserves to die.” 
 
    That old adage about time healing all wounds was a giant crock of shit. More often than not, it just made the wounds fester. And his had festered for four long years, like a cancer on his soul. 
 
    Hope watched him with those sharp hazel eyes that never seemed to miss a thing. “What stops you from going through with it?” 
 
    “My family. My niece, mostly. I don’t want her momma to have to explain what happened to Uncle Wade.” He looked down at Hope and felt a spark of warmth in that cold, dark part of his heart. “I suppose I don’t want to disappoint you either.” 
 
    He hadn’t realized that last part until now, and it left him feeling blindsided. 
 
    Her eyes widened slightly. “I’m surprised you care what I think.” 
 
    “Of course I care. You matter.” On some level, he’d known that for quite some time, but saying it out loud made the spark of warmth grow into a tiny flame. If he had a lick of sense, he’d stomp it right out, but he kind of liked the way it made him feel, so he let it burn a little brighter. 
 
    She smiled at that. “Thank you. I’m glad you feel that way.” 
 
    The flame heated Wade’s blood a few more degrees, and it took every bit of his self-control to resist the urge to kiss her. It was tempting, so damn tempting, to lower his head and see whether her lips tasted as incredible as he remembered. 
 
    But a knock on the door disrupted the moment and pulled him back from the brink. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    “Room service,” a man’s heavily accented voice called out from the hall. 
 
    Saved by the knock. “I’ll get that.” 
 
    After checking the peephole, Wade opened the door, tipped the room service guy, and insisted on wheeling the cart into the room himself. In all likelihood, they were perfectly safe, but it never hurt to be careful. He rolled the cart to the small table by the window and set out their meals. 
 
    “Smells great,” Hope said as she claimed the seat across from him. She unrolled one of the sets of silverware and draped the cloth napkin across her lap. 
 
    Over dinner, they talked—well, mostly Hope talked. He kept her going by asking questions about her childhood, her uncle, and her time in the military. In his experience, the more somebody else talked, the less he had to, which suited him just fine. Besides, he enjoyed the passion in her voice when she spoke about topics that were important to her, and with each word, he found himself increasingly under her spell. 
 
    “So why did you leave the Army?” Wade asked right before he ate another bite of steak. It was delicious—slightly charred on the outside, juicy on the inside, and seasoned to perfection. 
 
    “Like I said, it was time for a change.” 
 
    “I get the impression there was more to it than that.” 
 
    She lifted and lowered one shoulder in a casual shrug. “Don’t get me wrong, I enjoyed my time with the Army. I met a lot of wonderful people, and it was an honor to serve my country. But all that structure…well, sometimes it can be stifling. There are rules and regulations for every little thing, and you have no choice but to comply with them. After eight years, I wanted more control of my life. That sounds kind of shallow, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “No, not at all. Austin and my other brother Ryan expressed similar reasons for leaving the Marines. Not everybody’s meant to dedicate their entire adult life to military service.” Personally, he liked structure in his life, but that much regimentation would drive him insane. “Besides, you served twice as long as your original commitment. It’s not like you bailed at the first opportunity.” 
 
    What looked like relief crossed her face. She cut what was left of her steak in half and placed one piece on his plate. “Enough about me. I want to hear about you.” 
 
    “No, you eat it,” he said, even though he’d already finished his meal and the sight of more steak on his plate made his mouth water. They still had dessert, and hopefully that would be enough to carry him through the night. If not, he could always grab something out of his pack. Last he checked, there were still a half dozen meal bars and a few packs of jerky. 
 
    Hope shook her head. “I’m getting full.” 
 
    “Too full for cake?” 
 
    The faintest of grins teased her lips. “You can never be too full for cake.” 
 
    “Got that right.” He picked up his fork and knife. Who was he to argue if she didn’t want to eat all of her steak? 
 
    “I was curious.” Hope scooped up the last piece of potato with her fork. “Did you always want to be a DEA agent?” 
 
    “Nuh-uh,” he said around a bite of food. He swallowed and washed it down with a swig of beer. “Ever since I was a kid, I wanted to work in law enforcement, but I never had a clear idea of what branch. By college, though, I’d narrowed it down to the FBI or CIA.” 
 
    Her head tilted a little to the left. “What changed?” 
 
    “My brother, Nate. He got addicted to opiates after a sports injury, and that put him on a path to harder stuff. Damn near destroyed his life. He’s okay now,” he added before Hope could ask. “Cleaned himself up and turned his life around. I’m proud of him.” It hadn’t been easy, and Nate had experienced his fair share of setbacks, but once he’d realized the extent of his problem and decided to turn his life around, he’d fought like hell to make it happen. “After seeing how drugs could ruin a life, I changed course and aimed for a job with the DEA.” 
 
    Hope sipped her soda and set the glass back on the table. “I’m sure that couldn’t have been easy.” 
 
    “It wasn’t.” Wade cut another piece of steak. “There’s a written test, full-panel interview, and if you make it past that, you have to complete a drug test, polygraph exam, psych assessment, and a background check that combs through every aspect of your life, from conception to that afternoon. By the time they’re finished, they know more about you than you do.” 
 
    She made a face. “That’s pretty invasive.” 
 
    “It has to be, considering the field. I’m sure they have equally stringent requirements for anyone applying to med school.” 
 
    “True.” She wiped her mouth with her napkin. “So what happens if you make it past all that?” 
 
    “Training at Quantico: physical, firearms, and classroom. You learn about federal and international law, ethics, how to recognize and identify drugs, and how to handle yourself in high-stress situations that may require the use of deadly force. After graduation, you’re required to move to whatever duty station you’re assigned.” 
 
    Though he’d clawed his way into the top five, he hadn’t graduated at the top of his class, a fact that bugged him to this day. That honor had gone to Special Agent Vonda Warren, a spitfire from South Carolina who was a demon on the firing range and could take down a man twice her size. Last he’d heard, Vonda was on the fast track to running the duty station in Miami. 
 
    “You didn’t know where you were going ahead of time?” Hope asked. 
 
    “No, that’s part of the fun.” Truth be told, he’d been hoping for Atlanta so he could be close to where his family had been living at the time, but those were the breaks. You took what you got, made the most of the opportunity, and if things went well, you were rewarded with a plum assignment in the station of your choice. 
 
    “Where were you sent?” 
 
    “El Paso, Texas.” It was where he’d been paired with Hector. “I was twenty-four, idealistic, and chomping at the bit to make a name for myself. To blend in with the local drug scene, I went for the strung-out, greasy, white trash look: grew my hair long, stopped shaving, dropped a few pounds, and made myself a fixture in every crack house in town. Whenever possible, I brought a hooker along to boost my street cred. What?” he asked when he noticed her amused expression. 
 
    She shook her head, a note of humor glinting in her eyes, and she looked so goddamn sexy it was all he could do not to lean across the table and maul her.  
 
    “Nothing. I’m just having a hard time picturing you dressed like Joe Dirt.” 
 
    “Trust me, it wasn’t a good look.” Thankfully, to the best of his knowledge, there was no photographic evidence of that time in his life. He forced his gaze away from her mouth before he went and did something stupid, like toss her over his shoulder, carry her to the bed and— “Anyway, almost every crack house in El Paso followed the same basic routine: as soon as you walked through the door, somebody greeted you with a smoldering crack pipe and demanded you take a hit off it to prove you weren’t a cop. The challenge was coming up with an excuse that wouldn’t get you killed.” 
 
    Eyes bright with curiosity, Hope leaned toward him, and the shift in posture gave him a tantalizing glimpse of cleavage. “What kinds of excuses did you use?”  
 
    “The usual.” He focused on cutting a piece of steak so he wouldn’t stare at her chest like some kind of creep. “I got a drug test in the morning; I’m on my way to see my probation officer; I’m picking up my kid in an hour.” 
 
    “Those worked?” She sounded incredulous. 
 
    He shrugged. “It was a crack house. Most of the folks in there weren’t what you’d describe as the best and brightest. They weren’t that hard to bullshit.” 
 
    She laughed. “So how did you end up working in Mexico?” 
 
    “That didn’t happen until after I’d been in the field for a couple of years. My undercover work in El Paso eventually resulted in a bust that netted more than eight million worth of meth. Thirty-six people were arrested, and over three million in cash, a house, four cars, a dozen or so exotic animals, and a boat were seized. After that, my boss didn’t want me on the street, just in case my cover had been blown. They also wanted to make sure I stayed alive long enough to testify.” He leaned back in his chair at the memory of all those months of desk duty. Pushing papers and writing reports had come close to driving him insane. “By the time everything was said and done, I was itching to get back in the field. Hector had transferred to the task force, working in conjunction with Mexico’s Federal Police. He put in a good word for me. Next thing I knew, I was on a plane to Mexico City.” 
 
    “You two worked together a long time?” 
 
    “Eight years, give or take.” And there it was; the sour feeling in his pit of his stomach that came whenever he thought of Hector. He downed another mouthful of beer in the hopes of washing it away. “He taught me everything I know.” 
 
    “Even the crack house excuses?” 
 
    Wade nodded. “For a guy who liked to go by the book, he was one of the best bullshitters in the business. I should have known better than to trust him.” 
 
    Even now, he couldn’t help but wonder how much of their friendship had been real. He supposed it all depended on how long Hector had been under Aranza’s thumb. Four years? Five? How many cases had been compromised? When they returned to the States, he’d have to alert his former bosses at the DEA so they could determine the full extent of the damage and take corrective measures. 
 
    Empathy softened Hope’s eyes. “He was your mentor. You were playing on the same team. It only made sense to trust him.” 
 
    “Yeah, and look what that got me.” The delicious meal he’d just enjoyed now felt like a rock in his gut. “Look what it got Carmen.” 
 
    All because he’d been a sucker. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” She leaned forward and laid her hand over his. “I wish I knew what to say to make you feel better.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to say. It is what it is and nothing can ever change that. I only wish Carmen hadn’t paid the price for my stupidity.” His gaze flicked up, meeting hers, and something stirred inside him that was becoming all too familiar. Unnerved by the sensation, he ruthlessly shoved it aside and slid his hand away from hers. “I should have known better. One of the first lessons he ever taught me was to trust no one.” 
 
    “That’s a lonely way to live.” 
 
    “Yeah, but at least you stay alive.” 
 
    “Do you trust Austin?” 
 
    That was a no-brainer. “Of course. He’s family.” 
 
    “How about Jackson and Navarre?” 
 
    Honestly, he’d never consciously considered it before, but now that he did, he wasn’t happy with the answer. “No, but Austin trusts them. That’ll have to be good enough for now.” 
 
    Her lips flattened. “Then you definitely don’t trust me.” 
 
    She was right; it shamed him. He averted his gaze. “Nothing personal.” 
 
    “That’s about as personal as it gets.” She leaned back against her chair. “You trusted Carmen.” 
 
    “I loved her.” 
 
    She flinched as though she’d been slapped. When she spoke, her voice sounded more brittle than a cold, thin sheet of glass. “And I’m just a tool in your arsenal.” 
 
    His heart stuttered at the hurt in her eyes, and it pained him to know he’d put it there. Needing to make things right, he said, “That’s not what I meant.” 
 
    But that was exactly how he’d treated her since they met in that bar in Viento Tranquilos, and it dragged on his conscience like an anchor. Somewhere along the line, she’d become a lot more than an asset to him. He liked her as a person, enjoyed her company. And yes, damn it, he was attracted to her. His body practically hummed whenever she entered his orbit, and even when she wasn’t around, she lingered in his thoughts. 
 
    But that dark and damaged part of his soul refused to trust her completely, and he had no idea how to fix it. 
 
    “Of course that’s what you meant.” Hope stabbed the last piece of steak with her fork; it was a wonder the plate didn’t shatter. “Don’t insult my intelligence, Tiny. I’m a big girl; I can handle the truth. Message received, loud and clear.” 
 
    They ate dessert in stony silence, and with each passing second Wade felt the gulf between them growing until it was deeper and wider than the Grand Canyon. For the life of him, he didn’t know how to fix this, probably because it was him that was broken. 
 
    Eyes hard and jaw set, Hope pushed her empty plate aside and wiped her mouth with a napkin. “It’s late. I’m tired. I think it’s best if you leave.” 
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    “Fucking idiot,” Wade muttered as he stalked into the room he shared with Austin and slammed the door behind him. Thankfully, his brother wasn’t around, most likely still out with Jackson and Navarre. He hoped they stayed out awhile longer, because he needed time alone to think and he wasn’t in the mood for brotherly advice. 
 
    Restless and edgy, he paced the room. Dinner with Hope replayed in his mind, and he mentally kicked himself when he got to the part where he’d stomped all over her feelings. That hadn’t been his intention. To the contrary, she was one of the few people whose feelings he actually gave a damn about. She had all the qualities he loved in a woman: smart, caring, passionate, independent, and unbelievably beautiful, with a sense of humor that showed she didn’t take herself too seriously. 
 
    But could he trust her? That was the million-dollar question. He wanted to, he really did, but first he had to find a way over that mountain of baggage in his mind. 
 
    Jaw clenched, Wade shoved his hand into his pants pocket and drew out the small silver cross he’d carried with him wherever he went for the past four years. The sight of it made his eyes burn. Gently, he smoothed his thumb over the polished metal. 
 
    He remembered the day he’d given it to Carmen for her birthday, just as he remembered Aranza yanking it off her neck. It had been with his things when he was discharged from the hospital, and now that he thought about it, he had no idea how it got there. 
 
    Had he known she’d be dead less than six months later, he would have handled things so damn differently, would have told her exactly how he felt about her right then and there. They might have gotten involved. Might have gotten married. Bought a house. Had kids. 
 
    Or she might have told him to fuck the hell off and asked to be assigned another partner. Either way, she would have been out of harm’s way. 
 
    She’d be alive. 
 
    Wade’s shoulders fell on a heavy sigh. He’d played this game so many times, he knew all of the scenarios by heart. He couldn’t decide whether it was a case of wishful thinking or an exercise in masochism. Perhaps it was a bit of both. No matter the reason, it left him with the feeling of being trapped in quicksand, incapable of moving forward because he couldn’t let go of the past. 
 
    He thought of Hope and his chest got that warm, tight feeling that was becoming familiar and not altogether unwelcome. She was everything he wanted in a woman, and for reasons that continued to mystify him, she was actually attracted to his sorry ass. 
 
    Austin was right; he was a lucky man. Not many people had the good fortune of finding love twice in a lifetime. He didn’t deserve it—she was far too good for him—but he’d be a fool not to embrace the gift he’d been given. 
 
    Still, that nagging question of trust loomed before him like a massive brick wall topped with razor wire that stretched farther than the eye could see. He felt like an ass for even asking the question, but it wasn’t in his nature to trust, and Hector’s duplicity made it that much harder. If he let Hope in and she ended up betraying him, he didn’t think he’d ever recover. 
 
    And yet…a voice inside him demanded he take that risk. He’d been living for so damn long without anything to show for it. He needed this, needed her, so much it ached in his bones. If he didn’t take that blind leap of faith, he’d regret it for the rest of his life. 
 
    For the longest time, he simply stood there, staring straight down at the carpet, as the decision cemented in his mind. Yes, he wanted Hope more than he’d wanted anything, and he was willing to take a chance that scared the living hell out of him. 
 
    Gently, he pressed the cross to his lips and laid it on the nightstand by the bed. “I’ll never forget you, Carmen.” 
 
    He’d honor their friendship, cherish the memories, and love her for the woman she was. But it was time for him to make sure he didn’t make the same mistake twice. There was an extraordinary woman next door, and if he didn’t get his shit together, he’d miss out on something truly spectacular. 
 
    If he hadn’t blown it already. 
 
    Only one way to find out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    Hope lay in bed, staring up at the ceiling, unable to get to sleep. No wonder, when every time she closed her eyes, that disastrous dinner with Wade played through her mind like a re-run of some crappy reality television show. 
 
    Frustrated, she flipped back the covers, got out of bed, and padded barefoot to the window. A half-moon peeked through a break in the clouds, casting faint light over the city. Below, the sidewalks were nearly empty, though a steady flow of traffic still traveled along the four-lane street. 
 
    On the heels of a sigh, she let the curtain fall back over the window. Things would never work with Wade. How could they, when he didn’t trust her and still carried a torch for a dead woman? Those cold, hard facts were bitter pills to swallow, but the sooner she choked them down, the better off she’d be. Come tomorrow, she’d ask Austin to escort her to the embassy, where she’d make arrangements to get a new passport and book a flight back to the States. 
 
    Once home, she’d re-start her career, get an apartment. Maybe a dog. No, a cat would be better, considering her busy schedule. 
 
    Then again, perhaps she ought to stick to house plants. Something hard to kill, like a philodendron, or maybe a cactus. 
 
    And then she’d forget about Wade. 
 
    Maybe. She hoped. 
 
    Oh, who was she kidding? 
 
    She didn’t know how, where, when, or why, but somewhere along the line—God help her—she’d fallen hard for Wade Flint. The knowledge completely knocked her on her butt, and she wasn’t quite sure what to do about it. 
 
    It wasn’t like her to get hung up on a guy, especially one like Wade. Sure, he was hot in a bad boy kind of way, but he was also broken beyond repair. And yet, there was something about him that she couldn’t flush out of her system no matter how hard she tried. 
 
    Perhaps it was because she admired his strength, his unyielding determination. That fierce sense of loyalty to his family, to Hector—well, before things totally hit the fan—and, yes, to the woman who’d inspired this insane quest for justice. It was totally irrational—she’d never been the jealous type—but it sucked to know she’d never inspire those kinds of emotions in Wade. 
 
    A knock at the door made her jerk. She frowned as her gaze darted to the digital clock on the nightstand. Nobody knocked this late at night bearing good news. Curious and more than a bit apprehensive, she crossed to the door. As she peered through the peephole, her pulse skipped a beat at the sight of Wade in the hall. He wore the same clothes he had on earlier, but his hair stuck up in a dozen different directions as though a tornado had whipped through it. 
 
    “What do you want?” she asked through the door. 
 
    “We need to talk.” 
 
    A whisper of excitement fluttered in her belly. Her fingers tightened around the knob. Every instinct screamed at her to open the door, but pride kept her frozen in place. He’d already stomped on her feelings once this evening; she wasn’t in the mood for a repeat. “I’m tired, Wade. We can talk tomorrow.” 
 
    “Now, Hope.” 
 
    She bristled. As an adult, the only time she’d ever put up with that tone of voice was when it came from a superior officer. “We’re not in the jungle anymore. You don’t get to tell me what to do.” 
 
    Silence, and then a sigh. Hands in his pockets, he shifted his weight from one leg to the other as he stared straight at the peephole. “Please, Hope. Open the door.” 
 
    It was late. She was tired. If she had a lick of sense, she’d tell him to go away and climb back into bed. But something in his voice called out to her, and before common sense could rear its ugly head, she twisted the knob and yanked open the door. 
 
    Hope straightened her spine as she glared at him, trying hard to ignore the way her heart thudded at the sight of him filling her doorway. “What the hell is so damn important it couldn’t wait until—” 
 
    Wade cut her off with a kiss that short-circuited every coherent thought in her brain. He tasted like the cake they’d eaten for dessert: dark, rich, sinful. Aggressive, possessive, and so damn hot, his mouth swept over hers as he eased her backward and kicked the door shut with his foot. 
 
    It was unlike anything she’d ever experienced. Yeah, they’d kissed that one time before, but this was…holy hell. On a throaty moan, her eyes fluttered shut, while a visceral ache swept through her. Head spinning, her lips parted beneath his, yielding to the need, the insatiable craving, and then matched his brazen demand with her own. 
 
    One of his hands gripped her at the waist; the other tangled in her hair. As his mouth worked magic, the world melted away, and she allowed herself to bask in the decadent swirl of sensations. The feel of his lips, his tongue, his hands. The warmth of his body and his masculine scent. It was way too much, yet not nearly enough, and she wished it would go on forever. Reaching up, she grabbed fistfuls of his shirt and hung on for dear life. 
 
    Wade ended the kiss on a ragged exhale, and the low, rough rumble of her name on his lips sent shock waves rippling through her. Gently, he cradled her face in his hands, and when he spoke, he sounded uncharacteristically tender. “You have no idea how long I’ve been dying to do that.” 
 
    Dazed by the kiss, it took a few moments for the admission to register in her mind. With a great deal of effort, she forced her eyes open and met the intensity of his gaze. This close, his eyes were more than just green. There were flecks of gold and brown…and desire. For a moment or two, she got lost in them. “What stopped you?” 
 
    “My head was too far up my ass.” 
 
    A breathy laugh pushed past her lips. “I could have helped you with that, you know. I’m a trained medical professional.” 
 
    He gave a slow shake of his head. “I needed to work things out on my own. Sorry it took so long.” His dark eyebrows drew down as his thumbs brushed over her cheeks. “I feel things. For you. Things I haven’t felt in a very long time. There’s something between us, something powerful. Do you feel it?” 
 
    She nodded, but a sad realization squeezed her heart like a vise. “I won’t be a replacement for Carmen.” 
 
    “I would never ask that of you.” His voice was tight with emotion. A genuine smile warmed his mouth, and it transformed his entire appearance, from ruggedly handsome to soul-searing gorgeous. “So what do you say, Bones?” 
 
    She had no idea where any of this would lead. Knowing her luck, it would end in disaster. Come tomorrow, she’d go to the embassy for help, while Wade and the guys continued on the road to Dos Cruces. He still didn’t trust her, and that little fact stuck in her craw like a broken piece of glass. 
 
    And yet, after everything she’d been through, she needed this—needed him, so much she nearly shook with it. Wade was right; there was something powerful between them. If she didn’t take a chance and explore it, even if it lasted for only one night, she’d regret it for the rest of her life. 
 
    “I say you need to stop talking and kiss me like you mean it.” 
 
    A wolfish glint came into his eyes and made her pulse race. “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    Bending his head, he kissed her again, long, slow, wet, and deep, his fingers curving around her nape, holding her head steady while he plundered her mouth with infinite skill. She’d expected wild and unrestrained, not the sweetness that caught her off guard. His tongue slipped past her lips, tangling with hers, and Hope let out a soft moan as she melted against him. 
 
    One large hand skimmed down the length of her spine, coming to rest at the swell of her ass. As he tucked her closer, heat slid through her veins at the feel of his obvious arousal. 
 
    He grazed his teeth along the column of her neck, finding that sensitive spot she really loved, and it was all she could do not to dissolve into a puddle on the floor. “Before the night’s over, I’m going to learn every square inch of your body. I want to know how you move, how you sound, how you taste when you come. And once I figure all of that out, we’re going to do it again. And again. You okay with that?” 
 
    She was totally on board with that. Too bad her tongue had stopped working. Unable to form words, her response was half groan, half gasp. 
 
    His teeth worked over that spot on her neck again and fire flashed through her veins.  
 
    “I need to hear you say it, Bones.” 
 
    With a great deal of effort, she summoned the words. “Yes, all of it. Yes.” 
 
    She slipped one hand between their bodies, loving the steady pound of his heart through the thin barrier of his shirt. Needing more, she skimmed her hand lower, past his chiseled abs and the waistband of his jeans, not stopping until she found the thick, hard bulge beneath his fly. She stroked, and a thrill went through her at his sharp intake of breath. 
 
    Gripping her wrist, he pulled her hand away. 
 
    She huffed in protest. “I want to touch you.” 
 
    “Later.” 
 
    “Now.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    His jaw tightened as his gaze met hers, and she saw the raging inferno burning beneath the calm exterior. “It’s been awhile, okay? I want this to last.” 
 
    Surprised by the admission, she pulled back a little to see him better. “How long of ‘awhile’ are we talking?” 
 
    The tips of his ears went pink. “I don’t know. Give or take…” He paused, his broad chest rising on a deep inhale. “Four and a half…” Even longer pause. “Years.” 
 
    She blinked a few times. Honestly, she wasn’t sure what figure she’d expected, but that wasn’t anywhere in the ballpark. “Well. All things considered, I suppose that makes sense.” 
 
    “You don’t understand,” he said, his voice strained. “I’m working with a hair trigger, Bones.” 
 
    “That’s okay. It’s not like I’m timing you with a stopwatch.” 
 
    “Yeah, but…”  
 
    The pink at the tips of his ears went beet red, a feat she hadn’t thought possible. Considering the massive bulge in his pants, it was a wonder the poor man had any blood left in his brain.  
 
    “I want this to be good for you.” 
 
    “I’m sure it will be.” Needing to assure him, she leaned closer, brushed her lips over his, and felt that familiar zing of heat ricochet through every nerve in her body. In all her life, she’d never wanted anyone as much as she wanted him at this moment. “I’ll let you in on a little secret: it’s been awhile for me as well.” 
 
    His brows lowered. “How long?” 
 
    “Does it matter?” 
 
    He lifted and lowered one muscled shoulder. “I don’t know. Maybe.” 
 
    For any other man, she would have said it was none of his business. But for him, she’d make an exception. She paused to do the math. Five months at the compound, plus her time in Guatemala… “Give or take, it’s been close to a year.” 
 
    He made a low sound. “Compared to me, you’re a player.” 
 
    “No, I’m just a woman with a normal sexual appetite.” 
 
    For an instant, she thought of Dr. Liam Brooks, the first—and last—guy she dated after leaving the military, a friend of a friend who’d asked her out after they’d met at a cocktail party. He was a nice enough guy, a dermatologist working in the private sector, with a sharp wit and a dry sense of humor. On paper, he’d been a good match. She’d enjoyed spending time with him, but there’d been something missing. No spark. No heat. No tingling, toe-curling rush like she felt when Wade was around. Within a month, they both reached the same conclusion and went their separate ways. 
 
    Turning her focus back to Wade, she gave him a pointed look. “I don’t think I’ve ever had to work this hard to get laid. It’s not like I’m Quasimodo.” 
 
    He chuffed. “You’re gorgeous, which makes me wonder why you’re screwing around with a guy like me.” 
 
    “You’re not Quasimodo either.” 
 
    “Most people would disagree.” 
 
    She reached up and touched the side of his face, her thumb lightly tracing the jagged horizontal line on his cheek. There was so much pain and insecurity locked inside this big, tough man. Her heart ached for him. “Do you honestly think I give a damn about these scars? I haven’t known you for all that long, but I know you well enough to see past this. There’s so much more to you. You’re a good man. A decent man. And you know what?” 
 
    He eyed her as though he were waiting for the other shoe to drop. “What?” 
 
    “I kind of dig these scars.” 
 
    He made another one of those low, gruff sounds that suggested he didn’t believe a word she said. 
 
    Reaching down, Hope rubbed her hand along his thick, hard length. She expected him to pull her hand away again and was pleasantly surprised when he didn’t. 
 
    He groaned. “That’s not helping with the hair trigger.” 
 
    “So I noticed.” Feeling bold, she popped his fly, eased the zipper down, and stroked him over the thin fabric of his briefs. His eyes drifted shut, while his mouth fell open as he made a low humming sound that let her know how much he liked what she was doing. She freed his erection, stroked him some more, and sank down to her knees. 
 
    “What do you—no—oh, God.” The back of his head thumped against the wall when she licked him as if he were a lollipop. “Bones, really, you don’t have to—” 
 
    She shushed him. “I want to. Please. Let me.” 
 
    He didn’t say anything, just stared down at her with eyes so dilated she could barely see the green. Then his hand lightly cupped the back of her head, giving her all the permission she needed. 
 
    She took his hard length into her mouth, loving the low, rough rumble of pleasure that erupted from deep in his chest. His fingers slid into her hair, his nails lightly scraping her scalp. His hips rolled, pushing him in deeper, and when she grazed her teeth along his shaft, the roll turned into a buck. 
 
    “Oh, fuck, that’s good,” he growled. His fingers tightened in her hair, his head tipped back, and his full lips parted.  
 
    All the while, she watched his expression change, from pleasure to tension to exquisite agony, loving the sound of her name on his lips when the climax ripped through his body. 
 
    Afterward, he watched her with heavy-lidded eyes, his chest rising and falling as though he’d just sprinted a mile. “That didn’t do anything for you.” 
 
    “That’s not true. I enjoyed giving you pleasure.” Not to mention, being able to make him lose control had given her one hell of a power rush. She smiled, the taste of him lingering on her tongue. “And now that fuse is a bit longer.” 
 
    “I’m not so sure about that.” 
 
    “Well, I suppose there’s only one way to find out.” Her tongue slid out to wet her lips as she stood. She slipped her hands beneath the hem of his T-shirt, loving the feel of hard, rigid muscles and a light dusting of hair. 
 
    Eyes hot with arousal, he stared down at her as he gripped the back of his shirt with one hand, yanked it over his head, and tossed it to the floor. He was gorgeous, all powerful lines and chiseled muscle. She could practically feel the fire burning inside him. And at that moment, she wanted him more than she’d wanted anything in her entire life. 
 
    He hooked his thumbs in the waistband of his jeans, his gaze still riveted on her. “Take off your clothes. I want to see you.” 
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    Wade watched, mesmerized, as Hope undressed. With a push, her pants dropped down to her ankles, and she swept them aside with her foot. The blouse came off next—no bra, dear Lord—and his jaw just about hit the floor at the sight of her in nothing but her plain white panties. 
 
    She was sculpted like one of those ancient Greek statues, with perfect breasts and a trim waist that gave way to the flare of her hips. Her arms were tanned, though the rest of her was pale. She stole his breath away. 
 
    It took a few seconds for Wade to find his voice. “Christ, you’re fucking perfect.” 
 
    She made an unladylike noise. “You don’t need to suck up. I’m already naked.” 
 
    Not quite, but once she ditched those panties, he was going to do everything in his power to keep her that way for as long as humanly possible. He wanted to explore every inch of her body, to find all of the secret places that made her moan, and sigh, and writhe against the sheets. A patient man, he was up for the task, even if it took all night. 
 
    Because he couldn’t be this close and not touch her, he cupped her breasts and pinched one nipple lightly while he sucked the other into his mouth. Her head tipped back, her mouth open in a moan, and he loved the feel of her fingers digging into his hair, a silent demand for more. 
 
    When her knees began to buckle, he scooped her up and carried her to the bed. Quickly, he ditched the rest of his clothes and stretched out alongside her. There’d be time for the shower, against the wall. Hell, he might even see if that little round table by the window was strong enough to support her weight. But right now he wanted to enjoy her on a nice, soft, comfortable bed. 
 
    Wade kissed a path from her lips to her chest, loving the salty sweetness of her skin all the way to the tips of her breasts. He slid one hand over her stomach and down to her mound, and it took a great deal of effort to stop from going farther. 
 
    “Yes?” he murmured against her skin. 
 
    A low, desperate moan slipped past her lips as she rocked against his hand. It wasn’t a no, but it wasn’t a yes, and he needed to hear the words. 
 
    He drew her nipple into his mouth, catching it between his teeth and tugging lightly. She whimpered, and he smiled. “Say it, Bones.” 
 
    Her throat muscles moved when she swallowed. “Yes. Please, I need more.” 
 
    A ravenous hunger surged through his blood at the pleading in her voice. He kept it in check as his hand slid lower, and he hissed out a breath at her unmistakable wetness. Control fraying at the edges, he stroked her lightly, and with a sense of near wonder, he watched as pleasure blossomed on her face. 
 
    One finger, then two, and her inner muscles clenched around him. The rich tang of her filled the air and damn near drove him wild. Eyes closed, she rocked against his hand, and when he stroked her clit with his thumb, her hips shot off the mattress. 
 
    All his life, he’d never felt so desperate for a woman. He wanted her more than he wanted his next breath. If he didn’t get inside her soon, he’d lose his fucking mind. 
 
    But then an inconvenient truth slammed into him like a ton of bricks. 
 
    “Shit.” He rolled onto his back and groaned. 
 
    The fog of lust evaporated from her eyes and was quickly replaced by confusion. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Condom. I don’t have one.” 
 
    He hadn’t intended for things to go this far, but now that they had, Wade cursed himself for not planning ahead. For obvious reasons, he hadn’t packed condoms. Why would he? Meeting a woman like Hope hadn’t been anywhere in his game plan. One of the guys might have some, or he could make a quick run to the pharmacy down the street. Either option would dampen the mood, but it beat spending the night with a chronic case of blue balls. 
 
    The frustration on Hope’s face matched the way he felt. She propped herself up on one elbow. “Have you been tested?” 
 
    “Yeah, but it’s been a few years.” 
 
    “But you haven’t been with a woman since then, right?” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    Her features relaxed. “Then we’re good. I’ve been tested as well.” 
 
    That was all fine and dandy, but there was more to it than that. She’d been in captivity for months on end, and he seriously doubted she’d been on the Pill all that time. “I don’t want kids.” 
 
    He wasn’t what anyone in their right mind would describe as prime parenthood material. Hell, he wasn’t even sure he made a good uncle. Sure, he enjoyed spending time with his nieces, but he found it utterly exhausting to make himself fit to be around them. The profanity filter alone wore his ass out. 
 
    “Neither do I, at least not yet.” She shifted against him and toyed with the hairs on his chest. “That’s why I had an IUD inserted right before I left the Army.” 
 
    Wade slanted her a look. “Did you now?” 
 
    She nodded, a playful grin teasing her lips that he felt all the way to his groin. “I had it done after I decided to sign on with Los Ayudantes. I didn’t want to worry about pills or shots if I was working outside the States.” 
 
    “Is there any chance it’s expired?” 
 
    “Nah, this sucker’s good for about a decade.” She reached down to stroke his aching shaft, and he let out a gravelly groan. The grin she gave was wicked and inspired a host of filthy ideas. “Now, where were we?” 
 
    Unable to hold back a second longer, he captured her mouth in a scorching kiss, savoring the feel and taste of her lips and the soft, throaty purr that she made. Gently, he rolled so she was on top, her thighs splayed across his broad body and her wetness slick against his cock. If he flexed his hips, he’d be inside her, but he wanted her to be the one to make that final move. 
 
    He broke the kiss and gazed up at her, needing her so badly he could barely see straight. His breath mingled with hers as he battled back emotions that he always kept locked in a deep, dark place because he didn’t want to acknowledge them. On a shaky exhale, he brushed a strand of hair from her cheek and felt a shiver go through her. “Ready, Bones?” 
 
    “I’ve been ready.” 
 
    “Then what are you waiting for?” 
 
    There it was again, that wicked grin that made his whole body burn. She bent to kiss him, her tongue stroking his, and with one exquisite shift of her body, he was engulfed by her tight, wet heat. 
 
    Concentrated pleasure seared every nerve of his body, while a sense of completion stole over him. It was like nothing he’d ever experienced before. How on earth had he lived this long without it? His hands gripped her hips, his teeth clenched tight as he struggled to regain some semblance of composure. He didn’t want to fuck her like he was some kind of mindless animal. She deserved so much better than that. She deserved to be cherished and worshipped, to receive as much—if not more—pleasure than she was giving him. 
 
    “Are you all right?” she asked. 
 
    He opened his eyes to find her staring down at him, and he felt a punch of raw emotions that he embraced for the first time in years. 
 
    It took a few seconds to find his voice. “Yeah. Never been better.” 
 
    Arching her back, Hope angled her hips, grasped his shoulders, and joined him in a slow, rocking rhythm. He loved the way she clung to him, her short nails nipping his skin. The feel of her, the look of pure ecstasy on her face—it was almost too much for him to handle. The fuse was lit; he couldn’t hold back much longer. Scalding pressure built in his balls as his body barreled relentlessly toward the inevitable release. At this point, the only thing stopping him was his need for her to come first. 
 
    Staring into her eyes, something shifted inside him, something dangerous and wild. His hand slid down, finding the place where she needed him most, and the low, throaty moan she made was all the encouragement he needed. 
 
    Unable to hold back any longer, he thrust up into her harder, faster, grinding his pelvis against hers, claiming as he was being claimed. Her moans grew louder as her head tilted forward, her bottom lip caught between her teeth. As the first wave of her orgasm rocked through her, he caught one nipple in his mouth and sucked hard as he continued to drive into her until he felt the beginning of his own release. 
 
    Pleasure detonated inside him. He came on a low, hoarse growl, his head thrown back against the pillow, his spine bowing off the mattress. He saw stars, though his eyes were shut. Agonizing ecstasy flooded his body, so intense it danced on the edge of pain. 
 
    Breathless, panting, Hope collapsed on top of him. He wrapped his arms around her, relishing the feel of her flesh against his. She snuggled closer, her cheek resting on his chest, and it took everything he had to keep from blurting out three simple words that wouldn’t stop bouncing around inside his head. 
 
    It was totally irrational. Not like him at all. Odds were he was caught up in the moment. Yeah, that was it. That’s what he kept on telling himself, though he wasn’t quite sure he believed it. 
 
    “My body feels like it’s made out of Jell-O,” she said, her voice husky with satisfaction. 
 
    Wade stroked one hand down the length of her back, loving the feel of her skin, smooth and slick with perspiration. This couldn’t possibly be real. In the back of his mind, he wondered when the good part of the dream would come crashing down and he’d find himself back in that fucking warehouse. “Is that a good thing?” 
 
    “That’s a very good thing.” She craned her neck to deliver a lingering kiss. Her face was flushed, her eyes heavy-lidded, her muscles loose and languid. “I can’t remember the last time I felt this relaxed.” 
 
    Considering everything she’d been through, her statement didn’t come as a surprise. Though he hoped she didn’t get too relaxed. Already, he wanted to make love with her again, but he also wanted to give her enough time to recover. 
 
    She shifted her body, snuggling beside him, one arm on his chest, her head resting in the crook of his shoulder, and her leg twined with his. Little by little, her breathing slowed, and before he knew it, she’d drifted off to sleep. He watched her for the longest time, dazed by how incredible she looked: so wanton, and tousled, and completely at peace. It did a man proud to know he could do that to a woman, to make the pair of lines between her eyebrows disappear. 
 
    Wade rested his head against the pillow and released a contented sigh. He felt…good. Better than good. For the first time in years, the world didn’t seem like such a shitty place. As he watched her sleep, an aching tenderness washed over him, too strong for him to ignore. 
 
    His phone buzzed on the nightstand, indicating an incoming text. Careful not to wake Hope, he stretched for the phone and swiped at the screen. 
 
    It was a message from Austin: Where r u? 
 
    There wasn’t any point in lying. Sooner or later, his brother would figure it out, especially if Wade spent the night with Hope, which was what he really wanted to do. If he fessed up voluntarily, he wouldn’t get as much shit about it. He typed a reply: Hope’s room. 
 
    A minute or two passed before the next message arrived. About damn time. See you in the morning. 
 
    Wade set the alarm on his phone and placed it back on the nightstand. Turning off the light would mean getting out of bed, and he didn’t want to risk waking Hope. Besides, he liked watching her sleep. She looked so peaceful, so perfect, all soft and warm against him. Maybe she’d wake in another few minutes, and they could make love again. 
 
    With a yawn, he closed his tired eyes and allowed himself a few perfect moments of tranquility. Those three dangerous words were still pinging around inside his head as he drifted off to sleep with Hope curled against him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    For the first time in what felt like forever, Hope woke with a smile on her face. 
 
    She stretched, enjoying the feel of smooth, soft cotton against her bare skin. For the life of her, she couldn’t remember the last time she’d slept naked. Usually, she wore at least a T-shirt and panties, in case there was a fire or something. When she’d lived on base, she wore a full set of pajamas. And during her captivity at the compound, she’d always slept fully clothed, shoes and all. 
 
    She was also sore in a couple of places, but it was a good kind of sore, a reminder of what she’d shared with Wade. They’d made love several times last night, though she wasn’t quite sure whether the last one was real or an exceptionally erotic dream. If it was real, she’d have to ask him to do that thing with his tongue again, because just thinking about it made her toes curl. 
 
    But last night had been more than just physical pleasure, at least for her. It had felt as though they’d shared a connection that reached all the way to her soul. She wondered what that meant for them long-term, or if there would even be a long-term. The topic had never come up. 
 
    For now, she chose not to worry about it. After everything that happened, she wanted to enjoy the moment and deal with the rest of it later. 
 
    The sound of running water caught her attention, which explained where Wade had gone. The bathroom door was shut, a slice of light shining under the space along the bottom. Briefly, she considered joining him in the shower, but then thought, nah, another time. She was already fairly familiar with how those cool tiles felt against her back. 
 
    The water in the shower shut off, and a minute or so later, Wade stepped out of the bathroom, a towel wrapped around his waist. His hair was wet, his body damp. Scars and all, he was breathtakingly beautiful. There was a faded red mark on his chest just above his left pectoral muscle where she’d nipped him last night, and knowing she’d marked him gave her a strange sense of satisfaction. And now that he’d shaved off his thick beard stubble, she could see even more of his face. 
 
    He stopped mid-stride when he noticed her staring. “What?” 
 
    “Nothing. You shaved.” 
 
    Clearly self-conscious, he rubbed a hand along his smooth jaw. “Sorry.” 
 
    “What are you sorry about? I like being able to see your whole face.” Honestly, she couldn’t say whether she preferred him with or without the beard. Scruffy was rugged and dangerous, yet alluring, while smooth was drop-dead gorgeous but with a side of dangerous, because it revealed more of his facial scar. 
 
    “God knows why,” he grumbled. 
 
    She got out of bed and crossed to where he stood, and by some miracle she resisted the urge to tug loose the knot in his towel. “Because you’re a good-looking man, that’s why.” 
 
    He made a low noise that she’d come to recognize as the equivalent of what a crock of shit. “All that time in the jungle screwed up your vision.” 
 
    “My vision’s fine. Now take the damn compliment.” Going up on her tiptoes, she cupped the side of his face, her fingers tracing the horizontal line of his scar. He smelled faintly of aftershave, something woodsy with a hint of citrus. She liked it. It suited him well. “I’ll say it again; you’re a good-looking man. And you’ve got one hell of a body.” 
 
    There it was again, that blush that made the tips of his ears bright pink. God, he was adorable.  
 
    “Forget bad vision. You’re delusional.” 
 
    “Nope, not at all. I’m an expert in the field of human anatomy.” Her fingers slid around to the nape of his neck where the hair was starting to curl. “Now shut up and kiss me.” 
 
    After a brief hesitation, his mouth covered hers, a light brush of the lips before he settled in and made himself at home. She clung to his shoulders as he skimmed one hand down the length of her back to cup her ass and tuck her in tight. He felt so strong, and warm, and right, and she melted against him, enjoying the feel of his hard, muscled body pressed against her soft curves. 
 
    Her fingers slid down to the knot in his towel, but a knock on the door stopped her from tugging it free. 
 
    On a muttered curse, Wade eased his head back. He twisted his head toward the door and barked, “What?” 
 
    “Room service,” Austin answered from out in the hall, and any thoughts of luring Wade back to bed evaporated. 
 
    Disappointed, Hope darted a glance at the door. “Do you think he knows that we…you know…last night…” 
 
    “I’d say that’s a given.” 
 
    Now it was her turn to blush, although she had no reason to be embarrassed. They were consenting adults, it was no big deal, but she still felt like a horny teenager who’d just been busted by the cops while making out in the backseat of a car. 
 
    Wade’s hand came to rest on her hip with a relaxed familiarity that made her body hum. “I can get rid of him if you want.” 
 
    “That might be hard when you’re only wearing a towel.” 
 
    Austin pounded on the door again. “Are you going to open the door, or should I come back in ten minutes?” 
 
    “We’re going to need a lot more time than that,” Hope said under her breath. 
 
    “Hold your damn horses,” Wade called out, and then gave her an apologetic look. “You might want to get dressed.” 
 
    “Same goes for you. Actually, I think I’ll grab a quick shower while you let him in.” She scooped her clothes off the chair by the bed and darted for the bathroom. 
 
    When she came out, all of the guys were in the room, chowing down on breakfast like a pack of starving hyenas. The table by the window was crowded with an array of room service trays and a half-full carafe of juice, and the coffeemaker on the dresser was in the process of brewing a fresh pot. Jackson and Navarre sat on the chairs, while Wade and Austin were parked on opposite sides of the bed. 
 
    “Morning.” Austin gestured to the table. “Dig in; we got a bit of everything.” 
 
    He wasn’t kidding. Pastries, tamales, omelets, breakfast tacos, fruit salad, and some other dish made with scrambled eggs crowded the table. It all smelled so good her stomach growled, but she couldn’t decide where to start. 
 
    “Try the conchas,” Jackson said between bites of food. “It’s the pastry to your right.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Taking his advice, Hope loaded her plate with conchas, fruit salad, and an omelet, and took a seat at the foot of the bed. 
 
    She bit into the pastry and nearly moaned out loud. Jackson was right; it was delicious, sweet and fluffy, with a dollop of jam in the center. “So what’s the plan for today?” 
 
    Wade set his cup of coffee on the nightstand. “First order of business is to acquire new transportation. Once that’s out of the way, we’ll drop you off at the embassy and then hit the highway for Dos Cruces.” 
 
    And just like that, the sweet, fluffy pastry turned to ash in Hope’s mouth. She swallowed hard to force it down. Yes, she knew that was their original agreement, but things had changed since then. “No, I’m going with you.” 
 
    “The hell you are.” Wade’s fork hit his plate with a clank. Steely and imposing, his gaze locked with hers. It would have intimidated her a week or so ago, but it had no effect on her now. “We need to talk. In private.” 
 
    Without a word, the guys got up. Jackson piled a mountain of food onto his plate before he headed for the door, Navarre trailing close behind. Austin crossed to the table, picked up the entire tray of omelets, and topped off his coffee. He looked over to Wade, and for several drawn-out moments, it seemed as though they were having a silent conversation. 
 
    Austin nodded. “You know where to find me.” 
 
    As soon as the door clicked shut behind Austin, the room filled with deafening silence. 
 
    Bracing for battle, Hope squared her shoulders and folded her arms in front of her. “I’m not leaving.” 
 
    “Yes, you are, even if I have to throw you over my shoulder and carry you kicking and screaming to the embassy.” 
 
    “Do it and I’ll find my own way to Dos Cruces.” 
 
    He made one of those low, growly sounds that signaled his growing frustration. “Damn it, Hope, I can’t do this with you here, especially now.” 
 
    “And I can’t leave knowing what you’re about to do. We’ve already gone down this road once before.” She lifted her chin and met his fiery gaze. “It’s only fair I stay. If it wasn’t for me, you wouldn’t even know where Aranza was hiding.” 
 
    Wade pressed his lips so tightly together they all but disappeared. He looked up at her, his face drawn tight, and the anguish in his moss-green eyes hit Hope like a punch to the gut. 
 
    “For the last four years, I’ve been stuck in a pit of rage, and grief, and guilt. After a while, it became a part of me, like a second skin, and I completely forgot what it was like to feel any different. But last night, with you…” He pushed out a heavy breath as he dragged a hand through his thick black hair. “That was the first time I’ve felt alive since Carmen died. That’s what you do to me. You woke things inside me, made me feel. If something were to happen to you…” He shook his head. “I can’t handle that kind of pain again. It would kill me.” 
 
    She understood why he wanted her to leave, and was touched by his admission of what she meant to him. And yes, a part of her wanted to abide by his wishes. But she was way too emotionally invested to leave, especially when faced with the cold reality of the situation. Aranza was a dangerous man, and he wouldn’t go down without a fight. When the bullets started flying, her medical expertise could mean the difference between life and death for one of the guys. 
 
    Stepping closer, she gripped his hand, and the warm strength of his grip solidified her decision. “It goes both ways, you know. Do you honestly think I can just walk away? If I did and something happened to you…” Just thinking about it made her stomach lurch. “I can’t go. I won’t. Besides, even if I left, it wouldn’t make a damn bit of difference. It’s only a matter of time before Aranza comes for me, or strikes at me through my family. As long as he’s a free man, I’ll never be safe. I need to see this through to the very end.” 
 
    He stared down at her, his features hard, emotions battling in his eyes. She could feel the tension rolling off him. Then, without warning, he pulled her close and crushed her against him, his strong arms wrapping around her and his cheek resting on top of her head. 
 
    For the longest time they simply stood there, locked together in a tight embrace. Hope’s muscles loosened as she breathed in his scent, and she prayed to God that they lived long enough to explore this thing between them. 
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    The Escalade that Austin rented was a marked improvement over the Jeep. A smoother ride, it had a spacious interior with leather seats, ice-cold air, and a kickass sound system. The creature comforts made getting stuck in a Mexico City traffic jam a little less rage-inducing. 
 
    Hope had fallen asleep beside Wade on the rear bench seat. He curled one arm around her, gathering her close, and the feel of her nestled against him took the edge off his nerves. He still wasn’t happy with her decision to remain in Mexico. He understood her rationale, and on some level he agreed with it. 
 
    And yes, a selfish part of him wanted her to stay. She’d awakened something inside him, a part of Wade that had been lost or forgotten for so damn long he almost hadn’t recognized it. For the first time in what felt like forever, he actually felt as though he were living instead of merely existing. 
 
    When he stroked her hair, she smiled in her sleep, and a wave of warmth rolled through him. Having something worth losing was a wonderful thing, but it also terrified him. Operations like this were prone to going sideways in the blink of an eye, and the thought of Hope getting caught in the crossfire churned in his gut like a ball of barbed wire. 
 
    The sun was beginning to set when they reached Dos Cruces, a small town on the outskirts of Guadalajara. At one point in time, the town might have been prosperous, but now most of the homes were in some state of disrepair. The single-story buildings were mostly cinder block or brick, with bars on the windows and walls adorned with bright splashes of color and graffiti. There was little in the way of sanitation, and trash littered the sidewalks and streets. The acrid smell of smoke tinged the air, most likely from a garbage fire. In towns like this, there was always something burning. 
 
    As Salazar had claimed, Aranza’s house was easy to find. It was the largest house in town, and the only one not marked with graffiti. A six-foot wrought-iron fence lined the perimeter, and two heavily armed thugs stood guard at the gate, probably hoping for a reason to put their automatic weapons to use. 
 
    “Want me to make another pass?” Austin asked as they turned the corner. 
 
    Wade met his gaze in the rearview mirror. “No, that’s enough for today.” 
 
    Another trip down the block might arouse suspicion. He’d come too far and lost too much to let his impatience get the better of him now. Tonight, they’d get some much-needed rest and come tomorrow, they’d start fresh on a plan to take the fucker down. 
 
    A short drive later, they pulled into the driveway of the home Larissa had reserved for the team to use as a base of operations. The five-bedroom, four-bathroom house located in one of the nicer neighborhoods in Guadalajara, it came complete with high-speed internet, a humongous kitchen, and a top-notch security system that rivaled the ones Six Points Security used for their clients. 
 
    Jackson opened the refrigerator door and nodded with appreciation. “Fully stocked; I’m impressed.” 
 
    Leave it to Larissa to make sure the house was loaded with enough food to feed a small army. All of the basics were present and accounted for, as well as those protein bars Austin loved, and Jackson and Navarre’s favorite brand of beer. She even got the mint cookies Wade loved as a kid, and seeing the box in the pantry made him smile. 
 
    “If I remember correctly, it’s my turn to cook.” Hope set her medical bag on one of the dining room chairs. Her eyes were still sleepy, her hair a little mussed, and Wade jammed his hands in his pockets so he wouldn’t give in to the urge to touch her. 
 
    “I’ll take care of it tonight.” Jackson reached into the fridge and took out a package of cube steak. “How does chicken-fried steak with biscuits and gravy sound?” 
 
    Navarre’s eyes lit up like a kid on Christmas morning. “Fucking awesome. I’ll make the cobbler.” 
 
    As the guys got busy in the kitchen, Wade glanced down at his watch. “How long do you think it’ll be before dinner’s ready?” 
 
    “About an hour or so. Why?” 
 
    “There’s a guy I want to talk to, an old contact who owes me a couple of favors. If I leave now, I might be able to catch him before he cuts out for the night.” 
 
    “I’ll go with you.” Austin pulled his keys from his pocket. 
 
    Wade’s first instinct was to turn down the offer, but in reality it wouldn’t hurt to have backup, especially considering where he was going and who he intended to talk to. If Austin was willing, who was he to argue? He jerked his head to the right. “All right, let’s go.” 
 
    Thanks to years of working undercover, Wade knew the streets of Guadalajara better than the back of his hand. He’d spent most of his time in the seedy areas, cultivating leads and developing relationships with informants. On the streets, things changed on a daily basis, and Wade hoped his contact would still be around—and be willing to settle a debt. 
 
    As they drove, the scenery gradually changed, until they turned in to one of the neighborhoods that most tourists stayed the hell away from. Halfway down the block, he spotted the business he was looking for and breathed a sigh of relief when he saw the Open sign lit behind the bars of the front window. 
 
    “This is it. Pull over.” 
 
    Austin’s dark eyebrows drew together as he parked at the curb. “A pawnshop?” 
 
    “It’s a mostly cash business, perfect for money laundering.” As he strode inside, Wade slapped on his game face, adding some extra don’t-fuck-with-me to his expression. 
 
    The place was small and brightly lit, with security cameras visible amid the rows of merchandise. To the right, a row of glass cases displayed an assortment of jewelry and high-end electronics. Not a customer in sight, but Wade was willing to bet that at the end of the day, there’d be a big wad of cash in the register, the result of fictional sales. 
 
    A young brunette—early twenties, at the most—wearing a tight, pink blouse and frayed denim shorts sat on a stool behind the counter with the register, chewing gum as she screwed with her phone. Her gaze flicked up at the sound of the door chime, a bored expression on her face. The fact she didn’t react to the sight of a pissed-off gringo with a scar on his face indicated she was accustomed to dealing with an unsavory class of people. “Can I help you?” 
 
    “I’m here to see Chato.” 
 
    She cocked her head, her dark ponytail swinging. “Who?” 
 
    He wasn’t in the mood for this shit. Impatience tightened his jaw as he glared down at her. “Don’t fuck with me. You know who.” 
 
    Her brown eyes narrowed, while her right hand dropped away from the phone and reached for something under the counter. Most likely, it was a weapon—a pistol, or perhaps a mounted sawed-off shotgun. 
 
    Austin drew his gun from the waistband of his pants and leveled the barrel at the woman’s head. As she froze, her mouth dropped open, and her gum fell onto the counter. 
 
    “Shooting me would be bad for your health.” Wade hoped she wasn’t the trigger-happy type, because getting shot in a pawnshop would really piss him off. “Just tell me where to find Chato, and we can all live to see another day.” 
 
    Uncertainty, and a healthy dose of fear, flickered over the young woman’s features. Her hand moved away from the counter and up into the air where everybody could see it. Then she gave a subtle tilt of her head toward the stainless-steel door to her right. 
 
    “Chato!” she barked. “You got a visitor.” 
 
    “Who?” A man’s nasally voice called out from behind the door. 
 
    “Tell him it’s Flaco,” Wade told her. 
 
    Austin gave him a funny look, most likely because the word meant “skinny” in English. 
 
    He shrugged. “I’ve put on some size since then.” 
 
    His brother snorted. “No shit.” 
 
    The woman relayed his message. There was a few seconds’ pause, followed by the man’s voice saying, “Send him back.” 
 
    Wade flicked a glance to Austin, who’d lowered his pistol but still had it in his grip. “Wait here. I’ll be back in a minute.” 
 
    Half-expecting to get shot at, Wade crossed to the door, stood to the side, and slowly swung it open. The hinges creaked loudly, probably on purpose to serve as an early warning for anyone in the back. 
 
    No gunshots. Always a positive sign, though that could change in an instant. Senses sharp, he stepped through the doorway, ready to dive for cover at a moment’s notice. 
 
    The room was cramped and reeked of cheap aftershave and stale cigarettes, with a pair of flickering fluorescent lightbulbs illuminating the space. The dingy-white walls were lined with tall metal shelves packed with an odd assortment of goods, most of them likely stolen and/or illegal. There was a large dark stain on the concrete floor, and Wade decided it was best not to speculate about whom or what had caused it. 
 
    A scarred metal desk occupied the far wall, and behind it sat one of the most prolific black marketers in Mexico. He had millions in a numbered account in Grand Cayman, homes in Mexico, the US, and Thailand, and yet he insisted on wearing bad-fitting clothes that were at least a decade out of date. Priorities. 
 
    Wade let go of the door, and it swung shut behind him with a squeak. “Hey, Chato. What’s up?” 
 
    A sleazy bastard like Daniel “Chato” Marron was easy to underestimate. Short and squat, he was in his mid-fifties, with a pug nose, watery eyes, and almost no chin to speak of. What little hair he had left on his head had turned battleship gray since the last time Wade saw him and was styled in a comb-over that wouldn’t fool anybody for a second. But the guy had been dealing in the black market for decades, and you didn’t survive in the business for that long by being stupid or sloppy, which explained the double-barrel shotgun that was pointed directly at Wade. 
 
    Chato stared at him for a good twenty seconds, long enough for Wade to get nervous. But then recognition dawned in the other man’s eyes and his tanned face paled. “Fucking hell, man. I heard you were dead.” 
 
    “Yeah, I get that a lot.” 
 
    “Glad I was wrong.” Chato lowered the shotgun. “What’s it been, six months?” 
 
    “Four years.” 
 
    “Huh. Time flies.” Chato chuckled to himself, a nervous habit that Wade had picked up on years ago. He opened a desk drawer, took out a half-empty bottle of whiskey and a glass of dubious cleanliness, and set both on the desk. “Want some?” 
 
    “No thanks, I’m good.” 
 
    Chato poured two fingers and downed half of it in one big swallow. He sputtered, and then poured more whiskey into the glass as he gave Wade a quick once-over. “I almost didn’t recognize you, man. You look…different.” 
 
    He got that a lot too, mostly because of the scar on his face. But also, back in his DEA days, he hadn’t been so muscular. His build had more closely resembled that of a runner, long and lean. In Carmen’s opinion, a little too lean. She’d been the one who nicknamed him Flaco. 
 
    “I assume you came back from the dead for a reason.” Chato chuckled again. “What can I do you for?” 
 
    “I need supplies: surveillance equipment, weapons, explosives, tactical gear, and a car—something old but reliable. And I need you to keep this quiet. As far as anybody else is concerned, you still think I’m dead.” He didn’t bother to explain the need for anything, because Chato wasn’t in the business to care. His only concern was the method of payment or, in this instance, the fulfillment of a debt he’d assumed he no longer owed to a man he’d long considered deceased. 
 
    “Sure, no problem.” Chato downed another mouthful of whiskey. “You want the fillings out of my fucking teeth while you’re at it?” 
 
    Wade scowled. “I’m serious. You owe me.” 
 
    “That was a long time ago.” 
 
    Though it didn’t surprise him that Chato was going to be a pain in the ass about this, it still pissed him off. “Last time I checked, there wasn’t a statute of limitations on that kind of debt. Unless you want me to make a few calls—” 
 
    “No! Shit, don’t do that.” Chato muttered to himself as he refilled his glass, this time to the brim. At the rate he was going, he’d flop over dead from alcohol poisoning. “When do you need it?” 
 
    “Tomorrow evening at the latest.” That was a lie, but if he gave Chato more time than that, he’d use it to try to weasel out of getting Wade everything he wanted. Besides, a guy like Chato worked best under pressure. It was one of his finer qualities. 
 
    “Of course.” Chato screwed the cap on the bottle and put the bottle back in the drawer. “After this, we’re even.” 
 
    Not by a long shot. Over the years, Wade had saved Chato’s ass on multiple occasions. If it wasn’t for Wade, the little ingrate would be serving hard time in a Mexican prison. Not to mention, the US government had a handful of warrants they’d love to talk to him about. But if Chato came through with everything he needed to take down Aranza, he was willing to wipe the slate clean. 
 
    Wade handed him a list he’d written at the house in Guadalajara. “Here’s what I need.” 
 
    Chato scanned the list, his gray bushy eyebrows drawing down so low they almost touched. “What do you need all this shit for?” 
 
    “You know better than to ask that question.” 
 
    In his line of business, every name was an alias, every story was bullshit, and asking too many questions had a way of making people dead. 
 
    “I don’t know if I can get my hands on cyclonite.” Chato rubbed the back of his neck. “You might have to make do with C-4.” 
 
    That was bullshit, Wade damn well knew it, and he wasn’t in the mood to fuck around. Given the proper motivations, a guy like Chato could get his hands on just about anything. “You’ll get me the good shit, or we’re not even.” 
 
    Another sigh. “Yeah, sure, whatever. You got a number I can call you when everything’s ready?” 
 
    Wade shook his head. “The less you know the better. I’ll come back tomorrow same time.” 
 
    That was another lie. He’d watch the place for a couple-three days, just to be sure the little shit wasn’t going to knife him in the back. He doubted that would happen, but it never hurt to be careful. 
 
    “Just get me what I need, and you can forget you ever knew me.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    Blending in could be tricky, especially in a crime-ridden town like Dos Cruces, where outsiders were distrusted. Austin and Jackson’s size made them stand out. Wade’s scars attracted too much attention. 
 
    But Navarre possessed a chameleon-like ability to assume an identity that allowed him to move about town without raising red flags. In a matter of days, he’d recruited a network of informants from all walks of life. Shop owners, bar patrons. The guy washing windows at the corner for spare change. For the equivalent of a few dollars a day, he was able to collect valuable information that most people considered trivial. 
 
    Thankfully, Chato hadn’t tried to screw Wade over and came through with every item on his list. The surveillance equipment had gone to good use, installed in the dead of night at strategic locations along the streets outside Aranza’s home. On her end, Larissa had hacked the house’s virtual assistant, which allowed her to record any conversations the microphone picked up. 
 
    After two weeks of around-the-clock surveillance, Wade knew every facet of the drug lord’s routine: when he got up, what he liked to eat at each meal, how he conducted business and which room he did it in, and what time he went to bed at night. Hell, he even knew which evenings his mistresses visited. Another day or two, and he’d probably know if the asshole jacked off in the shower. 
 
    On Sundays, Aranza attended one of the town’s two Catholic churches. It was a wonder the bastard wasn’t struck down the second he stepped over the threshold. 
 
    But most important, he knew how Aranza’s security team operated, and had uncovered a number of vulnerabilities to exploit when the time was right. 
 
    With a yawn, Wade leaned back in his black leather office chair and rubbed his tired eyes. Staring at screens for hours on end never failed to make his vision go buggy. He was in the living room of the rental house, which had been converted into the team’s war room. A bank of monitors covered one wall, each showing a black-and-white feed from one of the cameras outside Aranza’s property. Another wall was plastered with pictures of known cartel members, as well as a map of the town and a blueprint of the drug lord’s home. 
 
    He fixed his focus on one of the screens, just as a car pulled into the driveway and two men got out, right on schedule. They went inside and a short time later, two different men left the building. It was the same ritual every morning, the changing of the goons. Thirty minutes from now, Aranza would drag his worthless ass out of bed, get dressed, and eat breakfast, the usual warmup to another busy day of pushing poison to the masses. 
 
    Wade heard the front door open and close, and he didn’t need to look to know it was Austin, dressed in his usual jeans, T-shirt, and athletic shoes. He still hadn’t shaved, and his beard had grown way past the point of unruly. The guys had started placing bets on whether he’d shave before he flew home, and if he didn’t, how his wife Nina would react to his newfound lumberjack look. 
 
    Austin entered the room and set down a large paper bag filled with whatever he’d picked up for breakfast from one of the nearby street vendors. “Are they still on schedule?” 
 
    “Yep.” Without looking, Wade dug into the bag, pulled out a tamale, and took a big bite. Chicken and cheese, his favorite, mixed with jalapenos to give it a spicy kick. 
 
    After filling a mug with coffee, Austin pulled up a chair and parked his ass. The crease between his eyebrows made it clear there was something on his mind, but he didn’t say a word. 
 
    “You might as well spit it out.” 
 
    Austin frowned. “Something doesn’t feel right. Could this be another trap?” 
 
    Paranoid person that he was, Wade had already considered the possibility. But none of the chatter on the street indicated the drug lord was aware of their presence, and Larissa had yet to find anything suspicious in the communications she’d intercepted. To the contrary, Aranza was planning to leave soon in order to address the growing threats to his empire, which meant the streets of Guadalajara would soon be red with cartel blood. 
 
    It also meant they needed to act soon, before their window of opportunity slammed shut. 
 
    Wade ate another bite of tamale. “None of the intelligence points to a setup. With Hector gone, the probability’s a lot lower.” 
 
    The assurance did nothing to lessen the trouble in Austin’s eyes. No surprise there. As the head of Six Points Security and the oldest sibling in the Flint family, it was in his nature to carry the weight of the world on his broad shoulders. “We need to talk. About Hope.” 
 
    Every muscle in Wade’s body tensed as protective instincts shot to the surface. Unable to keep the warning from his voice, he asked, “What about her?” 
 
    Austin glanced down the hall as if to make sure Hope wasn’t within earshot. “Don’t get me wrong. I like her just fine. It’s just…well…you know…” He made a vague gesture with his hands. “Now that you’re involved, it complicates things.” 
 
    With a bit of effort, Wade forced his teeth to unclench. “A few weeks ago, you encouraged me to get involved with her.” 
 
    “You’re right; I did, and it’s been a good thing.” Austin rubbed one hand along his thick, bushy beard. “She put life back in your eyes. I’m grateful for that.” 
 
    “Then what’s the problem? Are you worried she’s going to pull a Hector and knife us in the back?” Even now, just saying Hector’s name out loud made Wade’s heart hurt. He still felt a lot of anger and a fair amount of guilt, and he had no clue how to explain Hector’s death to his ex-wife and children. For now, he was keeping it filed under I’ll-cross-that-bridge-when-I-get-to-it. 
 
    Austin’s shoulders fell on a heavy exhale. “No, I trust her. But I don’t think it’s a good idea for her to be on the team when we raid Aranza’s house. You care about her—I’m not faulting you for that. Quite the opposite; I’m happy for you. But that kind of connection would be a distraction that none of us can afford.” 
 
    His brother was right. With each passing day, Wade’s feelings for Hope grew stronger. She’d seeped into his blood, his heart. His soul. She was the first thought in his head every morning, and the last as he drifted to sleep. If she went on that raid, he’d be constantly worried about where she was and whether she was safe, and that inability to fully focus on the mission could get somebody killed. One way or another, he’d have to find a way to convince her to stand down. 
 
    The sound of the front door opening pulled him from his thoughts. As he turned his head toward the sound, Jackson and Navarre strode through the doorway. And when his brothers, Ryan and Nate, walked in behind them, Wade’s jaw almost hit the floor. 
 
    Jackson flashed a hundred-watt smile. “Look who we found wandering the streets.” 
 
    For a moment or two, Wade was too stunned to speak. He hadn’t expected to see more of his family until he returned to Orlando. “What the hell are you two doing here?” 
 
    “Gee, it’s nice to see you too.” Ryan wore tan slacks and a navy shirt that fit snug across his chest. Growing up, he’d gotten the nickname “Mini-Austin” because the two looked so much alike. And like Austin, he’d served in the Marine Corps and still had a habit of keeping his black hair trimmed high and tight. 
 
    Nate, on the other hand, with his cargo shorts and faded green tank top emblazoned with the Corona logo, looked more like a beach bum than a security expert, which was probably his intent. His hair was a few weeks past the time for a trim, and the ends curled at the nape of his neck. He closed the door behind him, a blue duffel bag in his hand. “You didn’t think we’d let you have all of the fun, did you?” 
 
    “Ty wanted to come as well,” Ryan added. “But somebody had to stay behind and hold down the fort with Larissa and Nina. It was close, but he lost the elimination round of Rock, Paper, Scissors.” 
 
    His brother’s cavalier attitude put Wade on edge. Shit like that got people killed. “This isn’t a game.” 
 
    “We know, dumbass.” All traces of humor left Ryan’s face, reminding Wade of the badass Marine he used to be. Then again, if you asked Ryan, he’d insist there was no such thing as a former Marine. Semper fi, and all that happy shit. “We came because we want to make sure you don’t come home in a box.” 
 
    Wade’s first instinct was to say he didn’t need their help, to insist they got on the first plane heading back to Orlando so they’d be miles away when the bullets started flying. But in reality, they needed all the help they could get, and for that he was grateful. 
 
    Swallowing back his stubbornness and pride, he gave a curt nod. “I suppose I should thank you for that.” 
 
    Nate’s eyes widened as he turned his gaze to Ryan. “Holy crap, did he just thank us?” 
 
    Ryan nodded. “I believe he did.” 
 
    A grin formed on Nate’s lean face as he dug into his back pocket for his phone. “I’ve got to mark this on my calendar. Do you think you could say that again so I can record it for posterity?” 
 
    Oh yeah, that’s right. He’d forgotten his brothers’ sole purpose in life was to bust his balls. “Fuck off.” 
 
    “Now there’s the Wade we know and tolerate.” Ryan snorted. 
 
    Wade gave them a one-fingered salute, which only made them laugh louder. 
 
    As the laughter died down, Nate looked to Austin and gave him a quick once-over. “Dude, what’s up with the beard? Your face looks like the floor of a Brazilian wax shop.” 
 
    The insult didn’t faze Austin, because brotherly insults were a grand tradition in the Flint family. “Don’t be a hater. It’s not my fault you don’t have enough testosterone to grow one.” 
 
    “Yeah, whatever.” Nate crossed to Austin, and they did one of those complicated handshake things that ended with a one-armed bro hug and a slap on the back. 
 
    “So where’s your girlfriend?” Ryan asked Wade. “I’m dying to meet her.” 
 
    “She’s not my girlfriend.” That wasn’t entirely true. But aside from his, he didn’t know how to refer to Hope. Girlfriend sounded way too casual, while partner implied a commitment they hadn’t discussed and he wasn’t sure either one of them was ready for. Who knew what would happen between them once they returned to the States? It was a topic they definitely needed to discuss once Aranza was brought to justice. 
 
    “Then what is she?” Nate asked. “Fuck buddy?” 
 
    Wade’s eyes thinned to slits. He knew Nate was only jerking his chain, but referring to Hope in what he considered a derogatory manner pushed every last one of his buttons. “Say that when she’s in the room, and I’ll put my foot so far up your ass you’ll taste shoe leather for a week.” 
 
    Undaunted, Nate nudged Ryan with his elbow. “Aw, isn’t that cute? He’s getting all protective and shit.” 
 
    “And you’re getting close to spending time in intensive care.” 
 
    Austin snorted. “All right, that’s enough, you idiots. We’ve got work to do. Did you bring the stuff I asked for?” 
 
    “What stuff?” Wade asked. 
 
    “Nothing fun, since the Mexican government doesn’t take kindly to people smuggling weapons into their country.” Ryan set his black carry-on luggage on the table and unzipped it. After rooting through the loosely packed clothing, he pulled out something resembling a walkie-talkie with two stubby antennas. “Lucky for me, the security screeners didn’t have a problem with this jammer.” 
 
    “Is that a Ty special?” Austin asked. 
 
    Their youngest brother was like MacGyver when it came to building gadgets. Given enough time and motivation, he could probably build a nuclear reactor out of a spool of wire, some expired cold medicine, and an empty two-liter bottle. 
 
    Ryan grinned. “It certainly is. He made sure to build one with a strong enough signal to knock out anything within a three hundred-foot radius. That includes cell phones, GPS, and anything else that operates through a wireless connection.” 
 
    That would definitely come in handy. When they moved on Aranza, one of the first things they needed to do was cut him off from the outside world so he couldn’t call for reinforcements. Larissa had already hacked the house’s wireless connections, but it was impossible for her to remotely silence every electronic device in the area. On the downside, the jammer would knock out their phones as well, which they’d have to factor into their plans. 
 
    A door opened at the end of the hall, and a few seconds later, Hope walked into the room. She looked good enough to eat in a white T-shirt over dark-blue shorts that showed off toned, tanned legs that had been wrapped around Wade’s waist the night before. Her blonde hair was pulled back in a short ponytail, while her bare feet sported shiny purple toenail polish. 
 
    Wade had seen her less than two hours ago, had left her soft and warm in their bed, but the sight of her still managed to make every cell in his body rev. Those three little words kept bouncing around in his head, but now they didn’t concern him as much as they had a couple of weeks ago. One of these days, maybe after they had that relationship talk, he’d work up the nerve to say them aloud. 
 
    Confusion crossed Hope’s face when she noticed Nate and Ryan, and came to a stop at the end of the hall. “I, uh…I didn’t realize we had company.” 
 
    Unable to be this close and not touch her, Wade moved to where she stood and placed a hand at the small of her back. The simple contact grounded his soul as he began the introductions. “Hope, these are my brothers, Ryan and Nate. They’ve come to help.” He shot his brothers a look that said play nice or I’ll pummel your asses. “Guys, this is Dr. Hope Chandler.” 
 
    Ryan gave her a cordial nod and hello, while Nate crossed the room to shake her hand. 
 
    “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Miss Chandler. We’ve never had a doctor in the family.” 
 
    Wade glared daggers at his brother. Leave it to Nate to be an asshole about this. “Knock it off.” 
 
    “What?” Nate tried to act all innocent and shit, but the cat-who-ate-the-canary grin gave him away. “I’m just being friendly.” 
 
    “You’re about to be stuffed into a crate and shipped back home.” 
 
    With a snicker, his younger brother tilted his head toward Hope. “That’s his way of saying I’m embarrassing him, which means I’m fulfilling my sacred duty as a younger brother. It’s a responsibility I take serious—ouch!” Nate rubbed his upper arm where Wade had punched it. “Christ, that hurt.” 
 
    “Good, then I’m fulfilling my sacred duty as an older brother. Keep it up, and I’ll fulfill it some more.” He wanted to be pissed at his brothers for coming, for putting themselves in danger—in Nate’s case, for being a complete and utter pain in the ass—but he couldn’t help but appreciate the fact they’d done just that for him. It meant more to him than he could put into words, so he simply said, “You shouldn’t be here, but it’s good to see you.” 
 
    Jaw dropped, Nate pressed one hand over his heart as if shocked by the admission. “Hey, Ryan, he said something nice again. Kinda makes you all warm and squishy inside, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “Better mark that on your calendar as well,” Ryan said. “God knows when it’ll happen again.” 
 
    With a laugh, Nate pulled Wade in for one of those bro hugs he loved so much.  
 
    Wade put up with it because it was his younger brother, because he came all this way to help, and because he probably hadn’t thought twice about the danger he’d put himself in.  
 
    “It’s good to see you, man. Don’t ever take off like that again.” 
 
    As Wade eased back, he was hit with the full weight of just how fortunate he was. Not only did he have the love and support of every member of his family, he also had friends willing to risk their lives to help him take down Aranza. 
 
    And then there was Hope—just having her close sucked the air right out of his lungs. It was sappy—he’d never been that kind of guy before—but he’d never expected to find somebody like her. She warmed the cold, dark embers of his soul, eased the ache inside his chest. Most of all, she made him want to be a better man, and that made him love her even more. 
 
    It hit him then, with a bit of a shock, that in spite of everything that happened to him, he felt like the luckiest son of a bitch to ever walk the planet. 
 
    To his right, Ryan clapped his hands together, a fierce glint in his eyes. “All right, let’s get this show on the road. What’s the plan and how do we get a piece of it?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    It was the calm before the storm. 
 
    The plans had been finalized down to the last detail, with a slew of contingencies to cover all foreseeable outcomes. Tomorrow morning, two hours before the sun’s first light, Wade and his team would descend upon Roberto Aranza’s home. In less than five minutes, they’d breach the house, put a few bullets into the drug lord, and slip away like thieves in the night. 
 
    There had been a brief debate about turning Aranza over to Mexican authorities, but the idea was ultimately rejected. For starters, though Aranza was a wanted man, there was no way of knowing which members of law enforcement were on his payroll. If they found one who wasn’t, there was always the chance he could taint a jury or buy a crooked judge. And if he was actually convicted and sentenced to prison, he might escape like El Chapo did. As long as the fucker was alive, he was a danger to Wade, his family, Hope, and countless others. 
 
    Simply put, he needed to die. 
 
    None of their plans included Hope, but she wasn’t aware of that yet. Wade had meant to break the news to her last night after everyone went to bed and they had some quiet time together. But then she’d given him that look as she’d headed off toward their bedroom, and all thoughts of talk flew out the window. 
 
    Which was why he’d taken her out for breakfast, where there would be no distractions to give him an excuse to delay any longer. 
 
    The courtyard restaurant was small but brightly lit, with cheerful yellow paint and local art adorning the walls. Wade ordered chilaquiles con pollo, while Hope got an omelet with a side order of conchas to satisfy her sweet tooth. 
 
    While he watched her eat, he was struck once again by how perfect she was. And not just on the outside. She was smart, funny, caring, loyal, and she had one hell of a right hook. He was so far gone it wasn’t even funny, and all the more reason to keep her safe, no matter how much it pissed her off. 
 
    “You’re awfully quiet.” She eyed him over the rim of her juice glass. “Whatever it is, you might as well spit it out.” 
 
    He shot her a look as he swallowed a bite of food. “Is it that obvious?” 
 
    “A few weeks ago, I would have said no, but now I know you better.” A sly smile curved her lips, and his body heated at the memory of what that mouth had done to him last night. 
 
    Leaning back in his chair, Wade chuffed out a breath. He wasn’t used to people outside of his family being able to read him so easily. Well, aside from Carmen. And Hector. But that felt like a lifetime ago. It seemed strange, yet not altogether unwelcome, and that surprised him even more. 
 
    With each passing day, Hope felt less like a lover and more like a partner. Someone he could build a future with. That wasn’t altogether unwelcome either, though he’d feel a lot better if he knew she felt the same way. 
 
    After tomorrow, they were definitely going to have that very long talk. 
 
    “It’s about Aranza, isn’t it?” she asked, breaking his train of thought. 
 
    Wade glanced about the restaurant to make sure nobody was eavesdropping. Satisfied they had a measure of privacy, he mentally cracked his knuckles and gave a curt nod. He’d planned on waiting until after they’d finished breakfast, but now was as good a time as any to rip the Band-Aid off. 
 
    Hope set her glass on the table. “Let me guess. You want me to sit back and twiddle my thumbs while you men do all the heavy lifting.” 
 
    “In a nutshell.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes as she picked up her fork. “Seriously, do we have to do this again?” 
 
    Yes, because this time he was determined to get his way. 
 
    “I need you to do this for me,” he said before she could launch into her long list of reasons for why she should be on the team. “When we storm that house, Aranza’s going to act like a cornered animal. He won’t go down without a fight. If you’re there, I’ll be constantly worrying about your safety instead of focusing on the mission, and that kind of distraction could get somebody killed, me included.” 
 
    Her chin tipped up. “You need a medic on the team. What if somebody gets shot?” 
 
    “There’s a hospital less than three miles away.” 
 
    “If the wounds are severe, three miles might be too far.” 
 
    He’d already considered the possibility. “If one of us gets hurt to the point that we can’t last a three-mile drive, then we’re probably too far gone to be healed by whatever you’ve got in that bag.” 
 
    Her lips pressed into a thin, white line. “What do the guys think about this?” 
 
    “We wouldn’t be having this conversation if they weren’t on board.” 
 
    She stared at him, a mulish expression on her face. Then she must have realized the futility of arguing, because her shoulders sagged with resignation. “I don’t like this.” 
 
    “I know. Thank you for doing it anyway.” Public displays of affection made him twitchy, but he sensed she needed assurance and reached across the table for her hand. His thumb lightly stroked her smooth, soft skin, and when his gaze met hers, those three little words got so loud inside his head that they almost tumbled out. 
 
    As they finished the last of their meals, Wade’s phone buzzed with a text from Austin, wanting to know when they’d be back. He typed a quick On our way and tucked the phone into his pocket. 
 
    His chair scraped against the tiles as he stood. “We better go. There’s a market I want to stop by on the way. Last time I was there, they had good chorizo.” 
 
    Hope slipped her bag over her shoulder. “What do you need chorizo for?” 
 
    “It’s my night to cook dinner. I’m making paella. Ever had it?” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” 
 
    He smiled. “You’re in for a treat.” 
 
    It was one of his all-time favorite meals, a close second behind his mother’s eggplant lasagna. Carmen had taught him her family’s recipe, and over the years he’d refined it to suit his particular tastes. All things considered, it seemed appropriate to make it on the night before he finally brought Roberto Aranza to justice. 
 
    But more important, he wanted to share it with Hope, because wasn’t that what couples did? Good, bad—she’d already seen the ugly. Carmen would always hold a place in his heart, but he wanted a future with Hope, and that meant sharing the things he loved with the woman he loved. It felt a little strange, and it probably would for some time, but he supposed that was part of the process. 
 
    Clouds were building in the morning sky, with a low rumble of thunder in the distance. If they didn’t waste time, they could stop at the market and get home before the storm broke. Besides, even if they wanted a taxi, he didn’t see any on the street. 
 
    Matter of fact, there weren’t any cars on the street, and a sense of foreboding crept over him. 
 
    Senses pricked, Wade scanned his surroundings as they walked along the cracked, uneven sidewalk. 
 
    This wasn’t a bad neighborhood. Any other day, the street was a hive of activity, with people coming and going, haggling at the markets, and trading neighborhood gossip. But today, there wasn’t a soul in sight. The street was eerily quiet. 
 
    It might be because of something unrelated to them, but he didn’t want to count on the assumption. Always bet on the worst-case scenario, and you were rarely disappointed. 
 
    A wicked feeling of déjà vu knotted Wade’s gut as he tilted his head toward Hope. Voice low, he told her, “When I say go, I want you to run as fast as you can.” 
 
    She stiffened, a flash of fear in her eyes as she peered up at him. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Maybe nothing, but I doubt it. If things go to hell, don’t try to help; you’ll only get in the way. Run, and don’t you dare fucking stop until you reach the house. Don’t argue with me on this,” he added when she opened her mouth to do exactly that. 
 
    Footsteps sounded behind them. Wade flicked a glance over his shoulder and caught sight of two men about fifteen feet back. Ahead, an old sedan with faded brown paint pulled up to the curb. The engine cut off, and four men climbed out. They all had the same basic look: Converse All Stars, Dickies pants, and a tank top under an open shirt with a button done at the top. None of them looked particularly intimidating, but six against one were shitty odds. Not to mention, the bulges beneath their shirts made it obvious they were armed. 
 
    In all likelihood, they were Aranza’s goons. Wade didn’t have time to figure out how they’d found them, or how long their movements had been monitored. From what he could tell, their orders were to capture. Otherwise, they would have opened fire by now. That meant Aranza wanted the pleasure of torturing him—and Hope—before he killed them. 
 
    No way was he letting that happen. He’d rather die than let Hope suffer the same fate as Carmen. As they walked, he quickly sized up the men and formed a plan in his mind. If he played his cards right, he could keep them occupied long enough for Hope to escape. Perhaps he’d escape as well, though he considered that scenario optimistic. 
 
    “Are you armed?” he asked in a lowered voice. 
 
    “Yes.” Her hand instinctively went to the bag hanging off her shoulder. 
 
    “Good. If any of them try to follow you, don’t hesitate to use it. And none of that aiming at the legs shit. Go for the center of mass.” 
 
    The men from the car crossed the street and started toward them, while the pair behind them picked up speed, closing the distance to less than ten feet. 
 
    Wade drew a deep breath and let it out slowly as his stomach tightened, his muscles tensed. Adrenaline flooded his system. Things were about to get real ugly, real fast. 
 
    Might as well get this party started. 
 
    “Run,” Wade said as they neared the entrance to the alley. It was narrow—barely large enough for a car to fit through. If he created a bottleneck, it might give her enough time to get away. 
 
    Her eyes widened. “But I—” 
 
    “Now, Hope. Down the alley, hook a left at the laundromat, then go over the fence behind the dumpster. Cut through the café—second door on the left—and take a right on the street out front. The house is about a block north.” It was a long, convoluted path to safety, but there was a pretty good chance that Aranza’s men were lying in wait along the more direct route—it’s what he would do—and this gave her a much better chance of avoiding capture. 
 
    Not waiting for her response, he gripped the rim of one of the metal garbage cans at the curb and hurled it at the men from the car. A satisfying thud filled the air as the can flattened two guys and sent the others scattering. Wade spun to the left, drew his pistol from the waistband of his jeans, and dropped the thugs who’d been tailing them. He ducked behind the corner as one of the other men opened fire, and bullets ricocheted off the wall he’d stood in front of a second ago. 
 
    The sound of retreating footsteps down the alley was music to his ears. 
 
    More shots, the rapid fire of an automatic weapon, and plumes of concrete dust kicked into the air. Wade heard movement around the corner; he grabbed the barrel of a gun as it came into view, the hard yank throwing its owner off-balance. A punch, two bullets, and the man fell lifeless to the ground. 
 
    Three down, three to go. 
 
    Scratch that—another car screeched to a stop at the curb, and four more men poured out. 
 
    Peeking around the corner, Wade fired several rounds that sent men diving for cover behind one of the cars. Running low on ammo, he reached into his back pocket, only to realize he hadn’t bothered to carry an extra clip today. 
 
    Wade snatched the dead man’s gun and retreated farther into the alley, checking each door as he passed, but all of them were locked. He took a half step back and kicked the last door with everything he had, and the wood cracked away from the frame. Another kick and the door flew open as bullets rained from the entrance of the alley. 
 
    Pain tore through his right leg as he staggered into the building. Glancing down, he cursed—bullet to the thigh, though the wound didn’t look too bad. Putting weight on it hurt like a motherfucker, but it wasn’t as if he had a hell of a lot of choice in the matter. 
 
    Teeth gritted, he raced across what looked like a stock room, the crudely built wooden shelves packed with boxes of assorted sizes. At the exit, he switched off the lights and crouched by the doorway, his pulse pounding in his ears. 
 
    In the darkness, he willed his breathing to steady as he listened to the pound of approaching footsteps. Moments later, three men charged into the room, their gun muzzles flashing in the dark as bullets sprayed the walls. Still in a crouch, Wade returned fire, hitting one in the neck, another in the chest, while the third hid behind a shelf. 
 
    More men stormed the room, forcing Wade to retreat into what appeared to be a small grocery store. Bullets flew all over the damn place as he exchanged gunfire with his attackers. Two customers screamed and dove for safety, while an elderly woman at the register disappeared behind the counter. 
 
    The gun Wade had taken from the dead man clicked empty, and he threw it at the shooter closest to him, smacking him upside the head. Wade drew his other gun, put a bullet in the man’s chest, and then fired two rounds to drop another guy who’d pointed his gun at Wade. 
 
    He checked the clip; only two bullets left. If his count was correct, there were three more men to contend with. 
 
    No sooner had the thought entered his mind when a man barreled around the corner, armed with an automatic rifle. Wade grabbed the weapon and yanked to the right, slamming the man into a drink display and spilling cans all over the floor. 
 
    The gun went off; bullets tore into the ceiling, knocking out a row of lights and sending down a shower of debris. Kicking and shoving, they fought for control of the rifle. Using size and strength to his advantage, Wade flipped the man over his shoulder and against a row of metal shelves filled with baked goods. The impact knocked the man’s breath from his lungs, and before he had a chance to recover, Wade gripped his head with both hands and twisted hard until he heard the crunch of bone. 
 
    As he paused to catch his breath, Wade took stock of the situation. Aside from the bullet wound to his leg, most of his injuries consisted of superficial scrapes and bruises. Not too bad, and now, thanks to the guy he just killed, he was armed with an automatic weapon. 
 
    For the first time since this clusterfuck started, he was beginning to think he might actually make it out of this alive. All he had to do was pick off the last two of Aranza’s men and make it back to the house in one piece. 
 
    Wade braced the stock of the rifle against his shoulder and crouched low enough to avoid being seen over the shelves. The old woman peeked above the checkout counter, and, at the sight of him, made a high-pitched squeak and hid once again. 
 
    A noise the next aisle over froze him in his tracks. He tilted his head, ears straining. There it was again: the light crunch of somebody stepping on debris one aisle over. Wade swung the barrel toward the sound and laid out a quick burst of gunfire. But instead of a grunt of pain, all he heard was the screech of tires. 
 
    Wade spun around as a car plowed through the front of the building. The force of the impact sent a wall of shelves in his direction, throwing him back against the refrigerated coolers. 
 
    Buried in debris, he struggled to get up. His left arm ached and his right leg throbbed as he shoved a wire rack off his chest and pushed up to his feet. But even though his ears were ringing, he heard the unmistakable rack of a shotgun. 
 
    “Hands up, asshole!” a male voice shouted in Spanish. 
 
    Wade cursed under his breath. His gaze flicked up to find two men, their weapons leveled at him. 
 
    The tall guy had a pistol, the shorter one a shotgun. Both appeared young, early twenties at the most, with lean builds and lots of tattoos. There was a hardness in their eyes that let Wade know they’d killed before and wouldn’t think twice about doing it again. 
 
    Fight back, or play along? Quickly, he weighed his options and decided to play along for the time being. Slowly, he raised his hands. 
 
    “Where’s the woman?” the taller one demanded. He inched closer, his aim never wavering from Wade’s head. 
 
    So they hadn’t caught Hope. That nugget of information loosened the tension in Wade’s chest. He replied in Spanish, “She’s probably at the police station by now. You might want to leave before they arrive.” 
 
    The shorter thug scoffed. He walked behind Wade and slammed the butt of his gun against the back of his head. “You think we’re afraid of the police?” 
 
    Wade stumbled forward, going down on one knee. A second blow connected with the side of his jaw, and the coppery tang of blood filled his mouth. Another made his vision blur, and he fought to remain conscious. 
 
    “Knock it off,” the taller man snapped. “El Señor said he’ll give us a bonus if he’s alive when we deliver him. Cuff him; he’s coming with us.” 
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    Ignoring the irate shouts of the barista, Hope cut through the café and hooked a right onto the street, her pulse racing, heart hammering against her ribs, as she second-guessed—for the hundredth time—her decision to follow Wade’s orders. 
 
    Damn it, she should have stayed, even if it ticked him off. It wasn’t as if she were worthless in a fight. But the instant he’d opened fire on those men, her survival instincts had kicked into gear and the next thing she knew, she was halfway down the alley. 
 
    Eyes squinted against the sun, she darted across the street without even looking. Her only hope was to get help for Wade before it was too late. She loved him more than she’d even realized, and if anything happened to him, she’d blame herself until the day she died. 
 
    As she rounded the corner, the house came into view, and she nearly wept with relief. Lungs burning, stitch in her side, she ran as fast as her legs could carry her, cutting across the yard to the front door. Breathless, she shoved her hand into the pocket of her shorts, and cursed when she remembered Wade had the key. So instead she pounded on the door until it opened. 
 
    Austin stared down at her, concern creasing his brow. “Fuck, what happened?” 
 
    “Wade,” she said between gulps of air. “Ambush…we’ve got…help him.” 
 
    The gap between Austin’s dark eyebrows disappeared as he gripped her upper arm and ushered her into the house. Once in the kitchen, he sat her on one of the black padded stools, and then grabbed the first glass he could find, filled it with water, and handed it to her. “Drink, and then tell me everything that happened.” 
 
    She gaped at him. “What the—are you nuts? We don’t have time for—” 
 
    “I need your head clear, Dr. Chandler. Now drink, and then you can talk.” 
 
    She wanted to argue but recognized the futility of arguing with a Flint. Besides, the man was right. The last thing they needed was her freaking out like some cliché damsel in distress. 
 
    While she drank, Austin typed away on his phone, and by the time the glass was empty, the room was full of men who looked as tense as she felt. 
 
    Austin took the glass from her and set it on the counter by the sink. “Now start from the beginning, and include as many details as you can remember.” 
 
    Calling upon her training as a doctor, she pushed aside the growing sense of panic, took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and told them everything that happened from the time she and Wade left the restaurant to the moment she set foot in the house. The words came out in a tumbled rush, and by the time she finished, her stomach was twisted in so many knots she doubted she’d ever eat again. 
 
    Austin traded a long look with Nate, their faces impossible to read. The younger Flint brother gave a tight nod, and then slipped out of the room with Jackson and Navarre trailing close behind. 
 
    “You did the right thing,” Ryan said, as if sensing her self-doubt. He pulled up a stool to sit beside her and placed a hand on her back. “Having you there would have hindered his ability to defend himself. If you’d stayed, you might have both been captured or killed, and we wouldn’t have known for hours, maybe days. Maybe never.” 
 
    “Yeah, but what if they…if he’s not…” She couldn’t get the rest of the words past the rising bile in her throat. 
 
    “Thinking like that isn’t going to do any of us any good,” Ryan said, an edge in his voice. “My brother can be a ruthless asshole when the situation calls for it, and I mean that in a good way. He’s a fighter and a survivor. Don’t count him out just yet.” 
 
    On a practical level, she knew he was right, but that didn’t make her feel any better. She wanted Wade here—safe, now—and every second of waiting felt like a special brand of torture. “What do we do now?” 
 
    “Nate and the guys are loading up the SUV. We’ll leave as soon as it’s ready.” 
 
    Austin whipped out his phone again, swiped at the screen, and held it to his ear. “Larissa, I need a fix on Wade. Yeah, it’s a fucking emergency; I wouldn’t be asking you if it wasn’t.” He went silent for a few long seconds. “Sorry, it’s—I’ll fill you in later. Just find him, okay?” 
 
    Hope looked to Ryan. “Is that possible? Can she find him?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” He caught Austin’s gaze. “Did you tag him?” 
 
    Austin shook his head. “He tagged himself. Yeah, I’m still here.” 
 
    The stress lines on Ryan’s face faded a fraction. “As long as the tracker’s still on him, she’ll find him.” 
 
    On pins and needles, she watched Austin pace the room like a caged lion, the phone glued to his ear. 
 
    “Uh huh. Yeah. All right, thanks. Call me when you have more info.” 
 
    Expression grim, Austin ended the call and slipped the phone into his pocket. “Wade’s phone isn’t far from where you were ambushed, but the tracker’s moving southwest toward the warehouse district.” 
 
    The way he said “the tracker” instead of “Wade” filled Hope’s veins with icy dread. “Do you think he’s still alive?” 
 
    “I’m going to assume the answer is yes until I see proof otherwise,” Austin said. “My gut says Aranza wants him alive so he can have the pleasure of killing him.” 
 
    Everything inside Hope seized, and for a moment her lungs stopped working. “That doesn’t make me feel better.” 
 
    “Sorry, but that’s the cold, hard truth. I’m not sugarcoating this shit for you.” Austin dragged a hand through his hair once again, lines of worry drawn across his forehead. “Look, it’s just—I love my brother, and I’ll damn well do everything in my power to make sure we get him back safe.” 
 
    Throat clogged with emotion, she gave a tight nod. For now, she’d cling to the desperate belief that they’d reach Wade in time to save him, because the alternative was way too awful for her to contemplate. 
 
    Navarre strode into the room, a pair of dark sunglasses shielding his eyes and a Kevlar vest strapped over his T-shirt. “Ready when you are. She coming?” 
 
    “Of course I’m coming.” Hope stood, shoulders squared. “Don’t try to stop me.” 
 
    Expression grim, Austin stared at her for a few long seconds. “All right, you’re on the team. But once we walk out that door, you better do exactly what I say, when I say it, or I swear I’ll dump you on the side of the road without a second thought. We clear?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” She tipped her chin up and met his steely gaze. For Wade, she’d crawl through broken glass. Following orders was a piece of cake. “Just let me grab my medical bag, and I’ll be ready to go.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    History MAY NOT repeat itself, but it had a tendency to rhyme. 
 
    The warehouse hadn’t changed one bit since the last time Wade was held captive there. Same fluorescent lights and dank, funky smell, and aisle upon aisle of pallets stacked on top of metal storage racks. His hands were cuffed above his head and fastened to a chain suspended from the ceiling. Luckily, the balls of his feet touched the concrete floor and could support some, though not all, of his weight. 
 
    Eyes half-closed, he kept his head hung forward, his chin resting on his chest. His head ached like a son of a bitch, the bullet wound to his leg throbbed, and he still wasn’t sure whether his left arm was broken or badly sprained. Those would be the least of his problems once Aranza arrived, which should be any minute now, judging by the way his goons kept checking the time like a couple of stoners waiting on a pizza delivery. 
 
    Wade prayed the GPS tracker inside his watch was still operational. If not, he was in for a shitty afternoon. With luck, the cavalry would ride to the rescue before he lost any appendages that couldn’t be reattached. 
 
    He wasn’t ashamed to admit that he was scared out of his mind. Only a fool wouldn’t be afraid of a man who made a hobby out of murdering people in cruel and creative ways. But despite his dire straits, he took comfort in the knowledge that this time the woman he loved was far from danger. Regardless of what happened to him, his brothers would move heaven and earth to keep Hope safe. 
 
    Outside, the storm had finally cut loose, the steady patter of rain drumming against the metal roof of the warehouse. One of the big bay doors rolled open, flooding the room with natural light, and in walked Roberto Aranza with a dozen or so of his bodyguards. One of the guards held an umbrella over Aranza’s head, while another carried a huge, black bag, which he set on the floor by the drug lord’s feet. 
 
    Wade had to look twice to confirm his identity. Through the wonders of cosmetic surgery, Aranza had altered his appearance to the point of being almost unrecognizable, which was probably the intent. His chin was larger, his nose smaller and straighter, while his male-pattern baldness had miraculously reversed itself. He’d also done something weird with his cheekbones. Implants? Who the fuck knew. 
 
    His eyes were the same though, cold and dead, the windows of a man with no soul. On the outside, he may be a whole different person, but that didn’t make him any less of a homicidal prick. 
 
    Dressed in all black, Aranza fixed his gaze on the goons. A flicker of surprise crossed his face. Clearly, he expected to see something different. Speaking in Spanish, he asked, “Where are the others?” 
 
    “They’re dead, El Señor,” the taller of the two goons replied. 
 
    “All of them?” Aranza made a low sound, as if impressed by the body count. “And where is the doctor?” 
 
    The taller goon’s face went a few shades paler than it was a few seconds ago. He tipped his head toward Wade. “It wasn’t our fault. This one put up more of a fight than we expect—” 
 
    The rest of the sentence was drowned out by the thundering blast of a bullet to the chest. When the guy hit the ground, Aranza stepped closer and put a round into his forehead. 
 
    “I didn’t ask for excuses.” He eyed the second man. “Where is the doctor?” 
 
    The shorter guy looked as though he wished the floor would open up and swallow him whole. “I—I’m sorry, El Señor. She got away.” 
 
    “A simple answer, though it’s not what I wanted. Congratulations, you get to live.” Aranza shot the man in the foot. “But failure comes at a price.” 
 
    Screaming like a banshee, the man dropped to the floor, curling into a fetal position as he cradled his wounded foot. 
 
    Apparently satisfied with his pound of flesh, Aranza turned his attention to Wade and flashed a smug smile.  
 
    Add veneers to the list of enhancements.  
 
    Switching to accented English, he said, “It’s nice to see you again, Agent Flint. You’re looking…well, I’m not going to lie. You look terrible.” 
 
    Wade didn’t speak a word, just raised the middle finger on his left hand. 
 
    Aranza chuckled. “You’re as stupid as I remembered. Maybe I should cut that finger off. Shove it up your ass.” 
 
    Wade raised his right middle finger. In for a penny, and all that happy shit. 
 
    The scowl on Aranza’s face gave Wade a perverse sense of pleasure, because if he was going to die—and the chances for that were increasing by the minute—he might as well piss the asshole off while he still had the chance. 
 
    That pleasure came to an abrupt end when Aranza delivered a shovel punch to his right side that felt more like he’d been kicked by a mule. “That’s for defiling my home.” Another punch, this one to the kidney. “And that’s for Salazar.” 
 
    Determined not to make a sound, Wade sucked air through his teeth. He’d be damned if he let that asshole know how much that fucking hurt. 
 
    When Aranza stepped back, the smug smile had returned. “I’m going to enjoy making you beg for death.” 
 
    “Not gonna happen.” 
 
    “That’s what they all say.” Aranza bent over the bag, unzipped it, and began to unpack an assortment of devices. Knives, hammer, saw, butane torch, and God only knew what else. In Spanish, he said, “Remove his clothes, and don’t forget to lay out the plastic sheet.” 
 
    Terror boiled to the surface, and Wade barely managed to keep it under control. The things Aranza had done to him before still haunted his nightmares. He didn’t want to know what the asshole had added to his repertoire since their last encounter. The last thing he needed was to lose his wits, but he sure as hell wasn’t going to just stand there and let the bastard torture him to death. 
 
    For whatever reason, the cavalry wasn’t coming, or it wasn’t going to make it in time. Life or death, it was up to him. More likely than not, he wouldn’t survive, but he wasn’t going down without a fight. He wanted to live—for himself, for Hope, for the chance of a future he’d only begun to contemplate. 
 
    One of the guards unfolded a blue plastic sheet, while another crossed to Wade, a knife in one hand and a sneer on his face. He gripped the front of Wade’s shirt at the collar. As he raised the knife to cut the shirt off, Wade slammed his forehead against the guard’s face hard enough to break the man’s nose. 
 
    Gripping the chain with both hands, Wade hoisted himself up and wrapped his legs around the guard’s torso, using the leverage to pull himself higher and unhook the cuffs from the chain. 
 
    Pain tore into Wade’s thigh. At first, he thought he’d been shot, but then he realized the guard had stabbed him. He let go of the chain, and they tumbled to the ground in a messy tangle of limbs. Jaw clenched, Wade yanked the knife from his leg and used it to slice the man’s throat. Blood sprayed all over the concrete. Guess they should have laid out that plastic sheet earlier. 
 
    Not missing a beat, he grabbed the dead man’s pistol from his shoulder holster and shot the guard unfolding the tarp. Wade rolled, grimacing at the pain in his leg as he scrambled to gain his bearings. 
 
    A bullet ricocheted off the concrete a foot or so from his head. Looking up, he found the barrels of at least a half dozen guns pointed right at him—and a pissed-off Roberto Aranza. 
 
    The drug lord kicked the gun from his grip. A second kick knocked the air from his lungs. As Wade gasped for air, he heard footsteps, and seconds later, Aranza came back into view, a hacksaw in his hand. 
 
    “Hold him down,” Aranza snapped. “I’m finished playing with this asshole.” 
 
    More adrenaline flooded Wade’s system, but it didn’t do a damn bit of good. He was too injured, and there were too many of them. That didn’t mean he was giving up, but it was only a matter of time before Aranza did whatever he planned to do with that saw. 
 
    As he struggled, Wade thought of his family, his friends. Hope. 
 
    God, Hope. 
 
    He never told her he loved her. He’d assumed there would be time. Talk about history repeating. If he survived this, though he doubted he would, he vowed to tell her every single day for the rest of his life. 
 
    Aranza kneeled beside him. He grabbed Wade’s arm and slapped it hard against the concrete. The saw came next, the metal cold against his skin as Aranza decided where to cut first. 
 
    But instead of the agony of metal ripping into his flesh, Wade heard an explosion that blew one of the doors into the building. 
 
    Through the haze of smoke, a team of men wearing black body armor and protective helmets and eyewear burst into the warehouse. The sound of rain on the roof was replaced by heavy gunfire, bullets zipping through the air like swarms of angry wasps. The hands pinning Wade disappeared, and when he looked up, he recognized Austin’s bushy beard beneath one of the helmets. 
 
    “Stay down!” his brother barked, and then laid out a stream of automatic fire that dropped the guard closest to Wade. Two other guards were already dead, while another emptied his clip at the team. The remaining men scattered like roaches and took up positions behind nearby pallets. 
 
    Jackson staggered back a step when a slug slammed into his body armor, but the big man didn’t go down. Taking aim, he fired at the guard, and a thin smile spread over his face when the guy crumpled to the floor. 
 
    Wade spotted Hope crouched by the blown-out door, her medical bag slung over one shoulder and a pistol in her grip. 
 
    His heart stuttered. What was she doing here? He swore to God, if he made it through this, he was kicking Austin’s ass from here to Orlando for not locking her away someplace safe. But now wasn’t the time to worry about that. There were more pressing matters at hand, namely Aranza, who’d escaped the fracas and was racing toward the emergency exit with one of his men. 
 
    Hands still cuffed, Wade scrambled to his feet, ignoring the pain and his brothers’ shouts as he stripped a gun from one of the dead guards and took off at a run. Aranza’s guard turned and fired, the bullet whizzing past Wade’s head and pinging off a metal rack. 
 
    Wade ducked behind a pallet and returned fire, hitting the other man twice in the torso before finishing him off with a headshot. With the guard out of the way, he lined up a shot on Aranza and cursed when the gun clicked empty. 
 
    The blare of an alarm cut through the chaos when Aranza shoved the emergency exit door open and fled the building. Wade took off after him, his battered body screaming in protest, but he refused to slow down, refused to give up. If he didn’t catch Aranza, he’d be worse off than before, because now the bastard wouldn’t just come after him. He’d come after everyone Wade loved. 
 
    Outside, the storm had unleashed its fury, the wind whipping hard enough to make the rain come down sideways. Bodies littered the parking lot, a half dozen henchmen that Austin and the team had eliminated prior to breaching the warehouse. 
 
    Fueled by adrenaline, rage, and sheer determination, Wade narrowed the distance between himself and Aranza. His right pant leg was soaked with blood, each step sending bolts of pain through his body. 
 
    Without warning, Aranza stopped and whirled around, a gun in his left hand. Wade grabbed his wrist and yanked it to the right, the gun flying from Aranza’s grip and skittering across the pavement. 
 
    Fighting while handcuffed limited Wade’s options. His injuries made matters worse. The predicament wasn’t lost on Aranza, who gripped the chain between the cuffs with one hand and pummeled Wade’s ribs with the other. A kick to the thigh, and Wade’s legs went out from under him. An iron grip tightened around his windpipe. 
 
    “Fucking pendejo,” Aranza spat between gasps of breath. “When I finish with you, I’m going to find that pretty doctor you like so much. Teach her a thing or two.” 
 
    Fury burned Wade’s blood as badly as the lack of oxygen burned his lungs. He swung his cuffed hands like a club, breaking Aranza’s hold on his neck and knocking him to the side. 
 
    Both men sprang to their feet. Using his size to his advantage, Wade charged the drug lord like an angry bull. He slammed into Aranza’s midsection, and momentum sent them to the ground. 
 
    Wade rolled on top, pinning Aranza to the pavement, and looped the metal chain between his cuffs around the other man’s neck. The drug lord struggled, trying to break free, but it wasn’t long before his resistance diminished, and then disappeared altogether. 
 
    Lungs pumping like bellows, Wade pressed two fingers to the man’s neck. When he found no pulse, a wave of relief nearly knocked him on his ass. He removed the chain from around Aranza’s neck, shoved him aside with his foot, and then rolled onto his back. 
 
    Rain pelted Wade’s face and body, but it barely registered in his mind. The adrenaline crash had hit him harder than expected, stiffening his limbs and sapping every last ounce of energy he had in reserve. His whole body ached. It hurt to breathe. He was too exhausted to even enjoy the fact the fucker was dead. 
 
    Somewhere in the distance, a door slammed. Running feet splashed in the rainwater. 
 
    “Aw, shit. Wade, talk to me!” The sound of Hope’s voice registered in his mind. “Nate, go check on Aranza while I take care of your brother.” 
 
    With a bit of effort, Wade pried his eyes open and saw her leaning over him, soaked to the skin, concern lining her brow. “I’m fine, Bones, just tired. Let me sleep.” 
 
    “You can sleep later.” 
 
    She pressed two fingers to the inside of his wrist, the look on her face making it perfectly clear that she had no intention of listening to his protests. All the while, her gaze moved over his body, cool and assessing.  
 
    Doctor mode. Even in his current condition, he found it sexy as hell. 
 
    Seconds later, she let go of his wrist, reached into her bag, and pulled out a small, slender case. Inside were a pair of hypodermic syringes and several vials of liquid. “You’ve been shot, stabbed, have multiple contusions, a possible concussion, and God only knows what else.” 
 
    “Like I said, I’ll be fine.” 
 
    He could have sworn she growled. 
 
    “Don’t start with me, Tiny. You’re not going to win this one.” 
 
    Wade’s eyes narrowed, though he really wasn’t all that annoyed. To the contrary, he enjoyed sparring with her. “Are you always this pushy when you’re treating patients?” 
 
    Hope snorted at that as she rubbed a small cloth pad over his arm. She picked up one of the syringes. “If I were a man, you’d say I was assertive.” 
 
    “No, I’d say you were an asshole—ouch! What the hell was in that?” 
 
    She pulled back the syringe and dropped it into the case. “Painkiller with a mild sedative. Now, relax. I need to take a better look at your injuries before we move you. I promise to be careful, but you’ve got to put on your big-boy britches and let me do my job.” 
 
    It was all he could do not to smile. He’d always been a sucker for smart, strong women, and she fit the bill perfectly. If she let him, he’d spend the rest of his life with her, and love every single minute of it. 
 
    Whatever was in that syringe was already starting to do its thing. The pain wasn’t nearly as bad as before, and his brain felt a little fuzzy. He relaxed and let her poke and prod, wincing only when she gently probed the bruises on his face. 
 
    “Sorry, just making sure nothing is shattered.” She looked up at his brothers, who stood a few feet away. “He should be safe to move.” 
 
    Wade tried to get up on his own, but between the drugs and his injuries, his body refused to cooperate. Begrudgingly, he allowed a couple of his brothers to help him stand. Nate gave him a shoulder to lean on, which was good, because the short walk to the idling SUV wore him out. After this, he might sleep for a week. 
 
    Exhausted, he leaned his head against the rest. Hope slid onto the backseat beside him. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” she asked. “Do you need another shot?” 
 
    “No, I’m good.” More than good. The medication had fully kicked in, dulling his pain to the point where it felt more like a mild inconvenience. He’d probably hurt like hell tomorrow, but right now he didn’t give a shit. 
 
    He turned his head, and the mere sight of her made everything right in his world. “Christ, I love you so much.” 
 
    Shock widened her eyes for an instant, and then she practically beamed at him. “I’ve been wondering which one of us would say it first.” 
 
    He gave her a look. “What made you so sure I felt that way about you?” 
 
    “Honestly, I didn’t.” She shrugged, her eyes glinting with mischief. “I suppose it was more of a case of wishful thinking.” 
 
    Seconds passed while he waited for her to reciprocate his declaration of love, and he frowned when he only heard silence. “Aren’t you going to say it?” 
 
    “Say what?” 
 
    “You know what.” 
 
    “Yeah, I do.” Her grin widened to a hundred-watt smile. She unfastened her seat belt and scooted closer, her mouth a whisper from his. “But I want to hear you say it again first.” 
 
    He loved this playful side of her. It made him want to be playful as well, a feeling he hadn’t experienced in ages. It exhilarated him, and he embraced it. “You’re awfully pushy, Bones.” 
 
    “So you’ve said. It’s part of my charm.” 
 
    With a feigned exasperation, he pushed out a heavy breath. He bent his head, brushed his lips over hers, and felt his whole body rev. Broken body or not, he couldn’t wait to get her alone. 
 
    “I love you, Hope Chandler. I love you more with each passing day.” He kissed her again, because why not? “I love who you are, how you move, how you talk, how you never put up with my shit. And I really love how you look at me, even now when I look like I just got hit by a bus.” He kissed her once more, this time making himself completely at home, not stopping until every nerve in his body sang with sweet anticipation. “I love you so damn much it scares me half to death. There, are you happy?” 
 
    “Couldn’t be happier.” Gently, she cupped the side of his face and kissed him. “I love you, Wade Flint.” 
 
    He smiled, his heart so full his chest ached. Then again, that might be the broken ribs. “See, that wasn’t so hard, now was it?” 


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
    True to his word, as soon as the group returned to Orlando, Navarre bought an extra-large pizza with double everything and a case of Bud, and parked his ass in front of the television for a marathon session of Demon Scourge. It lasted almost a day and a half, until Jackson asked for help in his quest to win back Essie. The guys had dropped off the radar a few days ago, which wasn’t surprising but still concerning, considering Essie’s line of work. 
 
    It took Austin more than a week to get his wish: an entire day off with his wife. Nina still hadn’t told him whether she preferred him with or without the beard. Everybody in the office couldn’t wait to hear the answer—there was a lot of money riding on it. 
 
    As for Wade and Hope, they spent an extra eight days in Mexico, tucked away at a cozy beachside resort while Wade healed and they waited for the American embassy to process Hope’s replacement passport. Eight glorious days of sun, sand, and Hope in a tiny blue bikini. She looked hotter than hell in those tiny scraps of fabric, and he peeled them off her—sometimes with his teeth—whenever the opportunity arose. 
 
    Then it was off to Texas, where Wade had one more task to complete before he could close this chapter in his life and dive into a new one. 
 
    “I found it!” 
 
    Pulse jumping, Wade crossed to where Hope stood by the weathered granite headstone of Joseph Francesco Scuderi, born August 2, 1896 and died April 17, 1918. 
 
    This wasn’t Wade’s first trip to All Souls Cemetery. He’d been here once before to attend the funeral of Hector’s grandfather. The cemetery was one of the oldest in Texas, a sixty-acre tract of land on the northern side of a bayou. Shaded by numerous hardwoods, the grounds were well-maintained, with winding paths, thousands of plots, and scores of statues and monuments. 
 
    As a rule, cemeteries were outstanding hiding places for those not squeamish about disturbing a grave. People usually avoided digging around in graveyards, and it was rare for them to get demolished or remodeled. Bury your stash near an old headstone, and there was little risk of anyone finding it, unless they were meant to. 
 
    Wade glanced over his shoulder to make sure they were alone. Not many people frequented this section of All Souls—most of the graves were around a century old, long forgotten by any remaining family in the area—but it never hurt to be careful. He knelt by the grave and brushed away the dirt and debris that had accumulated along the base of the marker. It didn’t take long to find the tiny notch Hector had carved into the side of the stone, a reminder of where to dig. 
 
    He held out his hand, and Hope gave him the steel garden trowel she’d had stashed in her bag. 
 
    After one final look around, Wade dug into the soft soil beside the stone. He only had to dig down a few inches before the trowel hit something solid. From there, he cleared away the dirt with his hands, and when he found a bottom edge, he worked his fingers beneath it. 
 
    His heart raced as he worked the rusted metal box free and set it on the grass beside the grave. 
 
    No lock, of course. Hector wouldn’t have bothered. 
 
    “What do you think is in it?” Hope asked. 
 
    “Only one way to find out.” He hesitated a moment or two before he flipped the latch. It was weird, but it somehow felt like an invasion of Hector’s privacy. Then again, his late friend had used his last words to send Wade here, and now that he’d come all this way, he might as well find out why Hector considered it so damn important. 
 
    The lid opened with a creak of protest, and the very first thing Wade saw was a white envelope with his name written on it in Hector’s choppy block script. It hit him like a brick between the eyes as Hector’s last words echoed in his mind. 
 
    “Go to All Souls and look for Joseph Scuderi. He’ll be able to help my girls. Tell them I love them.” 
 
    “He planned for you to find this,” Hope said, her eyes impossible to read behind the dark sunglasses she wore. 
 
    Emotion formed a knot in Wade’s throat. He still hadn’t found a way to forgive Hector. Wasn’t sure he ever would. But Hector’s daughters were a whole different matter. Jazmin and Lucia weren’t to blame for the sins of their father. He loved those girls as he loved his own nieces; he’d come to this graveyard for them. 
 
    With unsteady hands, Wade tore the envelope open and unfolded the letter inside. 
 
    Hello partner, 
 
    If you’re reading this, I’m dead. Hopefully nothing too gruesome, but you never know in this line of work. 
 
    Please make sure my girls get what’s inside the other envelope. They’re everything to me, and my soul will rest a lot easier knowing they’ll be taken care of when I’m gone. 
 
    While I’m at it, keep an eye on Val, will you? We may not be married any longer, but I never stopped loving her. You can tell her that if you want. If not, no big deal. I’m pretty sure she knows. 
 
    And yeah, this is the part where I get mushy. You’ve always been a good friend, Wade, even when I didn’t deserve it, which was a lot. One day I hope you’ll forgive me for the things I’ve done, but I understand if you don’t. I probably wouldn’t forgive you if our positions were reversed. If you have no clue what I’m talking about, consider yourself lucky. 
 
    I hope you find happiness. God knows you deserve it. 
 
    Take care, my friend, 
 
    Hector 
 
    Wade’s eyes burned, and he blinked a few times to push back the rush of emotions. He felt the light touch of a hand on his shoulder, and he glanced to his right to find Hope watching him. 
 
    “Are you okay?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine.” That was a lie, but it wasn’t as if she could do anything to fix it. 
 
    On the heels of a heavy exhale, he tore open the other envelope. Inside were legal documents: a copy of Hector’s will, power of attorney, and a trust agreement that listed five million dollars in assets and his daughters as the beneficiaries. 
 
    By all appearances, Hector had never spent a dime of the money he’d received from Roberto Aranza. Instead, he’d placed it all in a trust to benefit his children. In a way, that made Wade feel a bit better, and though he still wasn’t ready to forgive, it nudged him closer. 
 
    He handed the papers to Hope, and she quickly skimmed them over. 
 
    “Should we bring these to Hector’s family?” she asked. 
 
    “No, not yet. Whitey still has them in protective custody.” At this point, it was a precautionary move, to make sure nobody from Aranza’s cartel intended to do them harm. Needless to say, the news of Hector’s death had devastated Val and the girls. Sooner or later, Wade would have to tell Val what happened. Just thinking about it filled him with dread. He’d cross that bridge when he finally reached it, but it wasn’t happening today. 
 
    Pushing the thought to the back of his mind, he stuffed everything back into the metal box and filled the hole he’d dug. As he stood, Wade brushed the dirt off his hands, and a mild pain reverberated through the parts of his leg where he’d been shot and stabbed. Luckily, there wasn’t any permanent damage, but that level of trauma was going to take some time to fully repair. 
 
    When he held out his hand, Hope laced her fingers through his, and the contact silenced the demons that lurked in the corners of his mind. These days, they were a lot quieter. Every so often, they still raised their ugly heads, but he’d gotten much better at managing them. 
 
    As they walked along the winding path leading back to their rental car, he stole a glance at Hope’s profile and marveled at the gift he’d been given. Before, he’d thought his need for revenge was the only thing worth living for. He’d been wrong, of course. He had family, friends, people who cared about him. 
 
    And now he had so much more. 
 
    He had a lover, friend, partner in crime, someone to laugh with, epic sex, great conversations, honesty, grit, humor, and loyalty, all wrapped in one sexy package. Someday soon, he hoped to add wife to that list. He had no idea what he’d done to deserve her, but he vowed to spend the rest of his life making sure she felt cherished and loved. 
 
    At the car, he placed the box in the trunk beside their bags. Then he tilted her chin up so their eyes met, and his heart skipped a beat or two. A pause, because he enjoyed prolonging the moment, and then his lips met hers—demanding, possessive, conveying the depth of his feelings for her because he lacked the words to accurately describe them. 
 
    Skin flushed, mouth wet from his kiss, she peered up at him through heavy-lidded eyes. “What was that for?” 
 
    “Because I love you.” Nowadays, he rolled those three little words off his tongue every chance he got. He loved the way it sparked her eyes, just as much as he loved the sound of her saying those words right back to him. 
 
    Heart full, he closed the trunk and retrieved the keys from his jeans pocket. “We better go. Our flight leaves in a few hours.” 
 
    They’d booked a direct flight to Roanoke, Virginia, so she could finally see her uncle Evan. Barring any delays at the airport, they’d arrive in time for dinner. 
 
    “Are you sure you want to do this?” Hope asked as she opened the passenger door. “Uncle Evan can be a bit overprotective. I can see him on my own if you want.” 
 
    With a snort, Wade slid behind the wheel and reached for the seat belt. “Bones, I’ve been shot, stabbed, beaten, and bludgeoned. I’m pretty sure I can handle your uncle.” Besides, he wanted to meet the man who’d raised such an incredible woman. 
 
    “All right, don’t say I didn’t warn you.”  
 
    A teasing grin curved her lips, and he wondered what awaited him in Virginia. He wasn’t worried, though, not one bit. Whatever it was, no matter how bad, they’d deal with it. 
 
    Together. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Dear Readers, 
 
    Thank you for reading Beyond the Breaking Point. I hope you enjoyed it! And I hope you’re ready for more from the men and women of Six Points Tactical & Security! If you’d like to stay in touch with me and be the first to learn about new releases, you can sign up for my newsletter by clicking HERE. No spam, I promise! 
 
    Also, would you please consider leaving a review at one of your favorite online retailers? Honest reviews from readers help authors and make it easier for people to find books they will enjoy. 
 
    Happy Reading, 
 
    Lori 
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