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      “Fire in the hole, boys and girls!” I saunter back from the bar to the tables of hooting EOD techs, carrying a fresh bottle of tequila. Our group of two women, counting me, and four men are all in various states of celebratory oblivion. We’re the last patrons in this cozy Florida strip club, and the remaining dancers have begun to gravitate toward us, looking for all the world like they’re stalking prey.

      I make a circuit around the table, refilling shot glasses. Sinner shakes his head, tilting his chin at his Diet Coke. He’s being a good boy for once, letting his buddy purge some demons, so I give him a pass.

      “Come on, Saint Marco, that means you too. Bottoms up, Sasquatch.”

      Few men ever surprise me, but in the span of twenty-four hours, I’ve had a big enough share of surprises from men to last the rest of my life. Maybe it’s better that I prefer women. This is the first time I’ve ever seen Marco Santos in a mood, for one thing. Something crawled up his ass, and he’s not his usual sunny self; he just sits there nursing a drink and glaring at the flatscreen over the bar.

      The other surprise came from my dad seconds after I exited the plane from Afghanistan. His news couldn’t have come with better timing, but my friends don’t know I’m celebrating for a different reason than they are.

      We’ve all completed our most recent tour as Navy Explosive Ordnance Disposal technicians—EOD for short. Everyone’s thoughts are on what happens next, since we’re all at the end of our current contracts.

      Saint Marco’s large frame dwarfs the lounge chair he sits in, looking like he lives in that black cotton T-shirt and comfortable-looking jeans that fit like a glove around his hard, thick thighs. Yeah, I prefer women, but that doesn’t mean I can’t appreciate a man built like that. I just wish I could figure out how to get through to him tonight.

      Santos ignores me when I prod him with the tequila bottle, and not even the pole-dancing beauties can tear his attention from whatever’s on that TV. Down time affects us all differently, so maybe he’s just tuning us out, dwelling on his own “what next”, but I have a feeling it’s more than that.

      I’m pretty sure most of my friends will stick with EOD in some fashion. We’re all adrenaline junkies, and there are few better options out there for us to get our fix. My dream has always been to follow in my dad’s footsteps and join the SEALs, but until this year, it wasn’t an option for women. Now that it is, nothing’s going to stop me.

      I’ll let the others know sooner or later, but right now I just want to bask in all the joy. And the tequila.

      They’re none the worse for wear, as long as you ignore their rapid decline into inebriation, no thanks to me. The drunker the men are, the easier they are to tease. My methods aren’t like the other women’s. I’m like one of the boys, but being five-foot-nothing, I like to take every opportunity to assert the upper hand, just in case they ever forget.

      I love this part of being with my fellow techs. The part where we get to stop being warriors and become human again. Mace, the other woman on the team, is in her best club attire, but only a couple of the men have put much effort into their appearance. I love how I can never guess who might show up in Dockers and a Polo and who might come out dressed in ripped jeans and an Ed Hardy shirt. Santos is the only one who didn’t surprise me on that count.

      “Hey, Sinner . . .” I nudge the only slightly smaller blond man sitting beside Santos, looking sleek in a striped button-down and slacks. “What gives with Santos?”

      Jake Hearn laughs, white teeth shining. Boys shouldn’t be allowed to be as pretty as these two—Santos with his all-seeing eyes and the scars that give him exactly the right patina of dangerous, and Hearn with that boy-next-door, clean-cut look, despite a mouth that can do and say very dirty things.

      I’ve only been privy to his verbal skills, but Mace has had firsthand experience with the other part, as have enough women to earn him that nickname. When Hearn and I compared notes on technique, it became clear he knows his way around a pussy as well as I do.

      Hearn gestures at the flatscreen. “His ex is on TV. Maybe we should buy him a lap dance to help him forget.” His eyes twinkle.

      “No thanks. And she’s not my ex. She’s just a girl I used to know in LA,” Santos says.

      “Ah, so it speaks,” I tease. “I wasn’t sure if gorillas could put together sentences.” I glance at the TV, which is focused on a celebrity who’s evidently gotten herself into some sex tape scandal. I do a double-take when I recognize her.

      “Wow, that’s Tasha Jennings, the pinup from that hot little sketch you had the day I joined the squad. You used to date her for real?” I ask, ribbing Santos with my elbow. “I always thought she was just your personal spank fantasy.”

      “Our paths crossed when we were teens, that’s all. I made that sketch to remind myself of . . . you know what? That part’s none of your business, Watts. All you need to know is that she’s nothing like how the media portrays her. It pisses me off how they think they can get away with that. That some asshole probably exploited her privacy for money.”

      Hearn eyes our friend skeptically. “Dude, you need to blow off some steam. She probably has lawyers who are going to rip whoever did that a new asshole.”

      Santos scowls back. “That doesn’t excuse what he did.”

      My, my, this is out of the ordinary. Mr. Perpetual Sunshine actually has a moody side, and it’s over a woman’s honor no less. And here I thought I knew everything about him after three years of missions together. We all know each other just a little too well by this point, so it’s always fun to learn something new.

      “How is having a beautiful, mostly naked woman rubbing on me who I’m not allowed to touch going to help me do that? I’m fine with watching. It’s relaxing enough. Give me that bottle, Rocket.”

      “Oh, wow, he said my name! We’re making progress now.” I nudge Hearn’s side. “Okay, fine,” I say to Santos, relinquishing the tequila to him. When he takes his shot, I pull my chair up to the small bistro table the three of us are sharing and stick my elbow in the middle, hand raised, palm open. “Since you’re the hands-on type, I can work with that. Gimme your hand.”

      Santos’ sharp, gray gaze goes from my hand to my eyes, his brow furrowing. “What for?”

      “I’ll make you a bet. Arm wrestle me. If I win, I buy you a private dance with the girl of my choosing.”

      His eyebrows ease up minutely and his mouth relaxes. And ooh, was that a twitch there at the corner? Is the sunny Marco Santos about to re-emerge? Hell yeah.

      He sits forward and his lips twitch again, like his sense of humor was buried alive and is slowly digging its way back to the surface. I’ve come to love that sense of humor over the past three years—dry and quick, especially in the face of imminent danger, which describes the majority of our careers. But then experiences like we’ve had either require you laugh them off or shoot yourself.

      I’m suddenly a little sad that it might all be ending. This might be the last time we raise hell like this together after the call I got.

      “And what if I win, sweetheart?”

      His rumble of interest makes my own eyebrows shoot up. He doesn’t call me Rocket, the nickname everyone uses, and goes one better than simply saying my real name. He doesn’t even call me “baby girl”—the term of endearment he likes to use for Mace—but sweetheart, said in a low, deep voice that sends a tingle straight between my thighs and briefly makes me question my opinion of men, or at least my opinion of him.

      “Your choice.”

      “What if I want a private dance from you?”

      Sinner chokes on his drink. I glance at him, amused at his spluttering before he wipes his mouth with a napkin. “This is Watts you’re asking, man. No offense, Watts, you’re gorgeous. I’d do you in a heartbeat, but you’re about as feminine as hand grenade.”

      I narrow my eyes. “First, that’s only if he wins, and second, I’ve got moves you haven’t seen.” To Santos, I say, “You still gotta beat me, Sasquatch.”

      Mace, Brett, and Jones shift their attention to our table, and a couple of the strippers come and lean against the cushioned divider behind them. One familiar fair-skinned girl with long, dark hair pulled back in a sleek ponytail says, “I volunteer when you win, Sadie. On me.”

      There’s my girl. I texted Katrina that I was home hours ago, but wasn’t sure if she was at work today. It’s a challenge not to divert my entire attention to her, but I’m determined to pull Santos out of his foul mood.

      “Wait a sec. For him or for me? Should I be jealous?”

      “I could ask you the same question.” The mocking humor in Kat’s voice makes me smile. The spark hasn’t died, and Kat’s familiar languid posture and the lowering of her lashes when our gazes meet confirms it still goes both ways.

      “Right. Well, I’m conflicted now, but I don’t think I can let you win, Sasquatch.”

      “We’ll see about that.” Santos stands and flexes his shoulders, rolling them back, then forward, then cracking his neck. The fabric of his shirt leaves little to the imagination, and the hints of ink around one of his thick biceps only serve to enhance how seriously the man takes his PT. But when our “work” suit weighs close to a hundred pounds, you can’t exactly slack off. Once done with the warmup, he cracks his knuckles and sits back down.

      “Toast first.” I hold out a full shot to him, and we clink glasses and drink—our final handshake before the standoff.

      His palm is dry and very warm against mine, his touch gentle until he grips tighter and winks at me. Katrina stands up and holds her hands over both of ours for the countdown.

      “Now it’s on,” I say while he strains against me, the tight muscles of his entire arm flexing. “Big guys don’t always get to win, you know.”

      I give him a shit-eating grin when his jaw flexes under the strain of his gritted teeth. I draw it out just a little bit longer for his benefit, then smack his fist to the table.

      “Christ!” He sits back in his chair, eyes wide with disbelief like someone just stole his last pair of dry socks. His expression clouds and he sits forward again abruptly, pours another shot, and drinks it. “Best two outta three. Come on, Watts.” He plunks his elbow in the center of the table and waggles his fingers.

      Katrina laughs. “I should probably feel insulted, but this is too entertaining.”

      Santos glances sidelong at Katrina. “It’s nothing personal.” His eyes settle back on me. “It is personal with you, though. You’ve been riding me for the too long with the nicknames. I’m done with it. I’m kicking your ass and you’re shutting up with the primate talk, all right?”

      I draw back in mock offense. “Well, I guess I hit a nerve. All right, but I’m not making any promises.”

      I don’t linger on this round, nailing his knuckles to the table in a matter of seconds. Cheers and groans go up around us, and money changes hands. I sit back with my hands clasped behind my head, staring at him smugly. He glares at me and stands. With an unexpected show of chivalry, he reaches out a hand to Katrina, who takes it and stands while shooting me an impressed glance.

      I watch my girlfriend lead Santos away, briefly and irrationally uncertain where my sudden pang of jealousy springs from. Katrina’s poly so she and I have never been exclusive, and this is part of her job, for Christ’s sake. But when Santos rests his large hand against her lower back, my own skin tingles.

      “One for the road?” Hearn asks, holding the bottle of tequila up.

      “Fuck yes.”
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      The slinky dress the dancer wears dips almost low enough for me to see the dimples above her ass, and her skin is warm and smooth under my palm.

      “Do you have a name?” I ask, letting her direct me toward a curtained doorway on the far side of the stage.

      She sighs. “Sadie’s always been terrible at introductions. I’m Katrina.”

      “Watts seemed pretty familiar with you back there. Is there something I should know about before we do this?”

      She nods slightly, her long lashes lowering when she cuts her eyes to the side to look at me. “Not that it’s your business, but we have a complicated relationship. I wouldn’t say we’re a couple, precisely. Sadie’s just . . . special to me.”

      I glance back over my shoulder to the table we just left and meet Watts’ gaze, wondering at the uncertain look I see.

      “I’m guessing you’re pretty special to her too, the way she’s making moon eyes at you now.”

      Katrina looks back too. “Looks to me like she’s looking at you.”

      I chuckle. “Just gloating over her victory, no doubt.”

      One pale shoulder lifts and falls. “She’s been like that for as long as I’ve known her.”

      She passes through the curtain into a dimly lit carpeted hallway, leading me through one of a half dozen doors into one lushly furnished room. It looks like it belongs in a house in the Hollywood hills, with rich upholstery and expensive wallpaper. It reminds me of Tasha’s place, which I haven’t thought about in years.

      “Is this your first private dance?” she asks.

      I nod absently while glancing around, unsure what to do next. I’m not precisely anxious, nor do I feel like I’m out of my element. Being alone in a room with a beautiful woman about to take her clothes off isn’t unusual, but this is the first time nothing resembling seduction has been involved.

      “Have a seat,” she says, gesturing at the divan. Or is it a chaise? My mother would know, I’m sure. Shit, maybe I am nervous. I settle down while Katrina adjusts the music, the sultry strains of blues a sharp contrast to the music out in the club.

      I say nothing else, only watching and telling myself I’ll enjoy this if I can. Coming only moments after seeing that news story about Tasha, I’m not particularly in the mood to perpetuate the exploitation of women. But something about Sadie’s challenge has elevated my mood, even though she beat me.

      I’ll have to find out her arm wrestling secret later. Right now, a beautiful woman is swaying her hips in front of me, the outline of her ass perfectly accented by the clingy fabric of the sheath of a dress she wears. The sight further lifts my mood, despite my conflicted feelings. She’s beautiful, and the apparent openness of her sexuality makes her even more attractive. Hell, she did volunteer for this.

      She moves in a lithe, focused manner, pushing my legs apart and nearly draping herself over me, sliding down my body with the precision of a snake down the trunk of a tree. Her breasts, squeezed tight in her dress, brush against my inner thighs, the soft, warm pressure impossibly nice. Naturally, my dick rouses.

      She grins wickedly at the very physical response her attention has garnered, lingering with her breasts warm and soft against my crotch. I could do with the distraction of skin-to-skin contact. But no . . . she’s Sadie’s, even if they have an open relationship. I swore after Tasha I’d never let myself end up even close to the position of screwing over a friend that way again. Except if that sex tape got out, that means either her boyfriend Zane—my ex-best friend—was the one who leaked it, or Tasha and Zane aren’t together anymore. I hate to think it, but as kind as Tasha is, she did cheat on her boyfriend with me, then tried to turn us into some polyamorous threesome so she could have her cake and eat it too. That doesn’t make what happened to her okay, though.

      Katrina stands and dances some more, gradually peeling the dress down her body like she’s some exotic fruit until she’s nearly naked. She turns, her smooth, round ass bare aside from the narrow strip of a lacy black thong disappearing between both cheeks. Jesus, this is why I hate lap dances. All I want to do is rip that flimsy piece of fabric off, spread her open, and go to town with my tongue.

      “You’re very quiet,” she murmurs in my ear on her next journey down my body, every soft inch of her seeking out the sensitive parts of me and rubbing just right. My jeans are on the verge of ripping at the seams, I’m so hard. She smells amazing, a combination of subtle, almondy perfume and sex that makes my mouth water.

      “Just trying to be a good boy. You guys have rules I don’t want to break.”

      She pauses in a crouch between my thighs and looks up at me, her long-lashed blue eyes laughing. “I make the rules in here. And you should know the reason you didn’t see me on stage tonight is because I own this place. Partly, anyway.”

      “So what are Katrina’s rules?”

      “You’re allowed to touch me. You’re gripping the cushions so hard I’m afraid you might damage the furniture, but you won’t hurt me.”

      “You don’t know me. I might.”

      “I think I can read you well enough to know you’d be gentle. What would you like, Marco? Sadie probably wants me to torment you, but I don’t work that way.”

      I relax my grip on said sofa cushions and raise a hand, tracing my fingertips over her collarbone, then down between her breasts, trailing them beneath one full orb. I cup her breast in my palm, loving the firm weight of it. It’s been so fucking long since I touched a woman, I just indulge in the sensation. I let my thumb drift over the hardened tip, watching her face fall into a kind of abandon as she grips my thighs a little tighter.

      “Gentle enough for you?” I ask, leaning forward.

      “Oh yeah.”

      I take the other breast in my free hand and repeat the motion. “You’re beautiful, Katrina, but I can’t. Watts is my friend, and you two have something I can’t get between.”

      She opens her eyes wide, incredulous. “What Sadie and I have is between us. Don’t let your ego carry you away thinking that if we get busy in here, it has any bearing on what I have with her.”

      “I didn’t mean that . . . I just have . . . shit.”

      “Issues? I can see that. But this is my job, and while I’m not getting paid for this particular dance, I do plan on taking it out of Sadie’s hide later. Trust me, whatever we do here will be worth it, and she’ll understand.”

      The images that evokes make me even harder, and I clench my eyes shut, trying to dispel them. I’ve seen Watts in action and in various states of undress, as has our entire platoon, which is nothing unusual, save for one particular event involving a giant, purple and green, strap-on dildo. But for all her tomboyish tendencies, Hearn is right: she’s gorgeous and irreverent, and her total disregard for popular opinion makes her damn sexy, though hard to get close to.

      “You’re imagining us together, aren’t you? I can invite her back here, if you want.”

      “Jesus, no. She’s my friend.”

      “Your friend whose back you’ve had through three years of deployments. She’s told me stories about how you and—what’s his name? Jake?—have stuck by her. I think she worships you just a little bit. Him too, but mostly you. You remind her of her dad.”

      “Bullshit.”

      She shifts up onto my lap and runs her fingers through my short hair. “You’re sweet to a fault, do you know that? The girls here would love you if I hired you.”

      “What, to strip?”

      She laughs. “No. As a bouncer. You’d be perfect.”

      “My life’s a little complicated, but I’ll keep it in mind.”

      “Of course it is,” she says. “That’s one of Sadie’s favorite lines too.”

      While she talks, I’m painfully conscious of her hip resting against my erection. Then to top it off, she begins sneaking her fingertips underneath my T-shirt and pushing it up. I let her pull it off over my head, trying to ignore the little voice telling me to stop, stop now before this goes places I’ll feel guilty about, no matter how nice it’ll be.

      Then she’s up again, body swaying and dipping to the music, sliding her breasts against my bare chest. She turns around and straddles my hips, laying back against me while undulating her ass against my groin. I don’t resist this time, letting my palms skim over her. Jesus, her skin feels like hot silk.

      She rests her head back on my shoulder and she whispers in my ear, “What do you want, Marco? Let me give you something.”

      Too many goddamn things I can’t articulate.

      I move my hands lower, gripping her inner thighs and spreading them farther apart. Her creamy skin shines with a sheen of sweat from her dancing, and her hot breath gusts against my neck. I tease my fingers up her thighs, finding them slightly slicker at the juncture of her hips. Goddamn, she’s wet as hell just from dancing and rubbing on me.

      “How often do you do this . . . private thing?”

      “Depends what you mean. In the club, almost never. I have a friend who I see regularly, though.”

      “It’s gotta be frustrating, I think. To get this worked up and not leave satisfied. You asked me what I want . . . I’d love to taste that wet pussy, but I’m worried it’s a bad idea all around.”

      She shudders under my touch where I’ve taken my index and middle fingers and stroked down the center of her, feeling the slick heat soaking clear through her panties.

      With a weak and breathy voice, she says, “As a general rule, yeah . . . but you don’t get to be the boss by being stupid. I’m only with you now because Sadie wanted me to be. And honey, my pussy is magic.”

      I chuckle. “Aren’t they all?”

      I tease back up the wet fabric and apply pressure at the top, earning myself a soft gasp in response. There’s her magic button. Cupping one breast and thumbing her nipple, I rub her clit through her panties, gratified when she arches her back and lets out a full-on moan.

      Her hand moves between us to my crotch, gripping my hard cock. I carefully grab her wrist and hold it at her side, whispering in her ear, “Be still. I just want to make you come. You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

      “Uh-huh,” she murmurs, nodding, then letting her head fall back onto my shoulder.

      I tease both her nipples with one hand as I work her clit harder. Her panties are so saturated they cling to every fold and contour of her pussy. She rocks her hips into my touch, and my dick throbs at the same tempo. I know if I asked to fuck her right now, she’d say yes, but somehow that would cross a line this doesn’t.

      “So close . . .” she whispers, and I rub a little faster until she utters a soft, melodic cry, her entire body arching and her thighs clamping around my hand. Her hips rock as I keep rubbing her through her climax, her panties soaked through.

      I stop when she relaxes and takes a couple seconds to catch her breath. The next thing I know she slides off my lap, turning to kneel between my thighs. I grab her hands when she goes for my belt.

      “No, Katrina,” I say. Christ, do I want it, but it all feels all wrong. Not after the shock of seeing what some asshole did to Tasha, and absolutely not after that look Sadie had watching me leave with Katrina.

      “Why not?” she asks, sitting back on her heels.

      “Sadie’s still out there waiting for you, isn’t she?” I say, looking at her intently.

      “Probably. She waits when she’s home. We go to my place together and she stays until she has to leave again.”

      “I don’t like the idea of  . . . me all over you when you two are together. It just seems like a violation of your thing . . . the thing you have with her.”

      “You really have no idea what girls do together, do you?”

      “Oh, baby, I have ideas, but they might be all wrong. All wrong.” She rolls her eyes and I laugh. “What? I can’t think about what you guys do? Mostly it’s just kissing and rubbing your titties together, right? That’s enough to get me going.”

      “Okay, maybe I don’t like you as much as I thought I did,” she says, giving me another playful smack while she slips back into her dress.

      “Kat . . . Can I call you that?” I ask, remembering Sadie talking to her that way. “You two seem to have this beautiful girl thing going on. I don’t know anything about girls. Lesbians, I mean . . .”

      “I’m bi, but I’m listening.”

      “Whatever you are to each other, sullying it with my evil man juice would make me feel weird. I’d rather imagine you two together without me in between you. So if you don’t mind, I’d rather Sadie didn’t know I even touched you tonight. Tell her . . . I dunno. Tell her I said no. You gave me a dance, and we talked the rest of the time.”

      “That’s all we did,” she says. “I don’t count you touching me as anything special, no matter how hard I came.”

      She sighs and gives me a very tender look that’s bordering on maternal, except that her nipples are still impossibly hard underneath her sheer dress, and I have to resist the urge to reach out and pinch them.

      “You are so fucking delicious.” She grasps at the air with both hands, and I worry she might actually pinch my cheeks, but she doesn’t. She just tilts her head back in exasperation.

      “I don’t think you have any idea how much women would just eat you up. Even women like Sadie, who thinks she’s gay, but she really isn’t. She just has daddy issues she hasn’t resolved yet—not that resolving daddy issues is a cure for being a lesbian or anything. She thinks she can’t be intimate with men, but I saw the way she looked at you earlier.”

      “Trust me, I’ve known enough women with daddy issues to know better.”

      “See? You know things about women. That’s what makes you so fucking precious. Marco, if I could keep you, I would in a heartbeat. No, I won’t tell Sadie what we did. But she’s smart. If you two are around each other out there, she’ll figure it out. She’s devious that way.”

      “Yeah, she is.” I chuckle, remembering conversations I’ve had with her in which she niggled at me long enough to get the dirty detail she was looking for. It was like she was trying to pull out a splinter, and the process was both as uncomfortable and as liberating after the fact. But I don’t like what Katrina is insinuating.

      “Take care of her, will you?” she asks me.

      “I don’t even know if she’s staying in EOD. She’s talked about transferring a few times, but the only thing she wants more is becoming a SEAL.”

      Katrina’s expression darkens and she lets out a mirthless chuckle. “That again. God, she’s talked about that for as long as I’ve known her. I think she only chose EOD because the SEALs weren’t an option.”

      “They are now. As of earlier this year, anyway. You think she’ll actually do it?”

      “Knowing her, yeah,” she says, giving me a helpless, exasperated look. “In which case, my request is even more important. Please take care of her.”

      I frown and shake my head. “I’m not . . .”

      I’m about to say “not interested in becoming a Navy SEAL,” but I know that’d be a lie. It was my first choice too, but following in the footsteps of two older brothers with reputations for having issues with authority made it a challenge to be taken seriously. None of my COs would approve the application. Maybe I’ve earned my shot now too.

      “Rocket’s always been pretty good at taking care of herself,” I say instead.

      “Maybe a little too good. I just worry that this obsession of hers is going to come back to haunt her someday. She’s so dead-set on proving she can do all the things, she forgets there are other people who care about her besides her dad.”

      I nod and rub the back of my neck. We all know about Commander Ben Watts, thanks to the stories Watts has told us over the past year since she joined the squad. But I always found it odd that not once has she ever mentioned her mom. Anytime one of us asks, she changes the subject.

      “I’ll take it under advisement,” I say.

      Katrina sighs. “Well, it would mean the world to me. And I meant it about the job. If you need it afterwards, come back. No strings.”

      I might just take her up on that, at some point. After what, I’m not really sure, though.
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      Watts is telling the others some story about me when I make it back to the table. I slow down to give her time to finish it because it was an epic moment in our early acquaintance. She’d bet me I couldn’t disarm an IED, offering herself as collateral. I remember the challenge like it was yesterday, including her words: “All clear, Sasquatch. You got this. Make me proud and I might make you lucky.”

      Of course, once I did the job, she grinned and said, “I lied. I’m gay.” I was a little preoccupied trying to keep my breakfast down—and failing—for the information to register. To this day she gives me shit about how I was so distraught about the loss of access to her snatch that it made me puke my guts out.

      Everyone breaks out laughing when she gets to the end. Then they see me, and she turns. Her eyes are bright, showing almost no sign of all the liquor she’s imbibed. But the effects are apparent in another way—her short, dark hair is a spiky mess like she used too much product and it’s taken on a life of its own. It’s cute as fuck, but the blood hasn’t sufficiently returned to my brain for me to make a crack about it.

      “Sasquatch! Looks like you survived with everything intact, huh? Here, have another shot.” She pours another round and passes them out.

      I sit and take my shot, raising it in a toast. “To new beginnings.”

      She narrows her eyes at me when she lifts her shot glass to her mouth. “I hope I don’t need to kick your ass again,” she says, smacking her lips after spitting out the lime wedge. She has a wary look, no doubt her gears turning over what Katrina and I got up to. I don’t intend to illuminate her, but she seems to have drawn her own conclusions, and they aren’t that far off.

      She seems to come to a decision then, rising and clinking the shot glass against the neck of the tequila bottle to get everyone’s attention. “I have an announcement to make. Since we’re all going our separate ways after tonight, I’ve decided to finalize my transfer. January’s announcement was a sign, and I just got the call.”

      Macy’s eyes light up. “No fucking way, Sadie! You got invited to SOAS?”

      “Shit, Rocket,” Jones says. “You’re wasting your time if you think they’re going to let you transfer. There aren’t enough EOD techs to go around. You think they’re going to spend all this money training us just to let it walk out the door?”

      Macy rolls her eyes. “She wouldn’t be leaving the Navy, dick. I think it’d be badass if she became the first woman SEAL, don’t you? Sadie, if anyone can do it, you can. You’re my hero.”

      “You’re my hero,” Jones parrots in a mocking tone, earning himself a solid, hard punch to the tit. Macy might be dolled up for the celebration, but she’s as tough as any of us.

      Watts’ eyebrows shoot up. “Did I hero myself into your pants, Mace?”

      Macy bats her eyelashes. “If you earn that trident, I might just do it. I’ve always wanted to fuck a SEAL.”

      Hearn snickers, and Brett and Jones both perk up, looking between Macy and Watts expectantly. “You’d be my hero if you’d do it in front of us,” Brett says. When he catches my glare, he raises his hands. “Sorry, forget I said that. I guess Saint Marco over there is living up to his name as usual.”

      Watts tosses a lime rind at him and it hits him on the nose. “You’re an idiot. What we’d do wouldn’t be for your entertainment. I wouldn’t ask you and Jones to make out for mine.” She stops and thinks about it. “Actually, that could be pretty hot. You guys go first.”

      The two men shift away from one another, their chairs scraping across the floor. Sadie turns to look at me and Hearn. “What about you two? You game? C’mon, after kicking Santos’ ass at arm wrestling, I’m itching for another wager. I bet you two would enjoy kissing each other as much as I’d enjoy kissing Macy.”

      “I’ve got a wager for you, Watts,” I say, sitting forward and ignoring her ploy for entertainment. “I bet if you make it through SOAS, you’ll wash out of BUD/S and come crawling back to EOD.”

      “Oh, now that’s just mean,” Macy says, but Sadie smiles.

      “You know I’m going to destroy that training. I’d kick all your asses if any of you were there with me.”

      “Want to put money on it?” I challenge. I’m not usually the impulsive type, so I get a rush from the decision—this is how I can keep my promise to Katrina, because there’s no way Watts can say no to a wager.

      “Okay,” she says, laughing. “I’ll bite. If you can make it to Coronado, it’s a bet, but I don’t want money.”

      “What do you want?”

      She gives me a wicked grin. “I want to watch you and Hearn make out.”

      “I’d have to be there too for that to happen,” Hearn says. I toss him a glare for encouraging this insanity.

      Watts crosses her arms. “Then let’s make it a double challenge. You guys were planning to transfer somewhere new anyway. Both of you apply. Wager starts if and when I see you in Coronado.”
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      We say our farewells in the parking lot a little later. Watts actually hugs me, which tops off a night of strange events.

      “You act like this is the last time we’re going to see each other,” I say, giving her a squeeze. Her head barely reaches my chin, but she’s five feet of muscle powered by spit and vinegar. “I meant it when I made that bet. Not sure what the hell Jake’s thinking, though.”

      “Are you guys really going to transfer? This isn’t really the kind of thing you do on a bet. It’s my life-long dream, but you’ve got a good thing going here. I’d understand if you want to back out.”

      “You’re not the only one of us who dreamed of becoming a SEAL, Watts,” I tell her. “I guess I just needed a kick in the pants to give it a shot.”

      “Well, I hope this isn’t the last time I see you,” she says, looking up at me. She steps back and shoves her hands in her pockets, giving me a once-over like she’s committing what she sees to memory. “Never change, Saint Marco.” Then she turns on her heel with a salute and heads back inside where Katrina’s waiting for her.

      Jake’s waiting with his arms draped on the roof of his Jeep. He has a place in Destin, so I’m crashing with him tonight before hopping on a plane to fly home to LA tomorrow. Everyone else has already dispersed. It’s bittersweet saying goodbye, but also not a coincidence that we all felt ready to make career changes at the same time. The unspoken reason was on everyone’s minds tonight. Our CO is retiring, and his likely replacement isn’t someone we can stomach taking orders from. The new guy has a reputation for hot-headed recklessness. Life is too short, and we didn’t want to make ours any shorter or more complicated. Our current CO agreed that he’d hold all our transfer paperwork until we made our decisions on where we wanted to go.

      “So is this shit actually happening?” Jake asks when I reach the Jeep.

      “It’s now or never. I think Rocket was right when she said she was done just getting called to support the SEALs on ops. I want to be part of the Teams as much as she does.” He lifts an eyebrow, and I chuckle. “Well, maybe not as much as she does. Nobody wants it more than her.”

      “We calling Franklin to give him the news tomorrow?”

      “I take it this means you’re in?”

      “Hell yeah. You know I’m not about to let you two have all the fun,” Jake says with a smirk.

      I climb in and fasten my seatbelt as he starts the engine. “You know she’s going to make it, right? Which means she’ll call in her bet.”

      Jake shrugs. “If the prospect of seeing us make out keeps her going, I’m good with that. She’ll have earned it. I do think it calls her sexuality into question if she gets off on it, though.”

      “You’re not worried about yours?”

      “Nah. I mean, you’re good-looking and all, and you have good dental hygiene. The way I see it, it’s for a good cause. If we enjoy it more than we expect? Well, I guess we’ll just have to cross that bridge when we come to it.” He gives me a wicked grin, suggesting he’d enjoy the mind-fuck more than anything.

      “Jesus, between you and Watts, I’m not sure how I’ve stayed sane these past five years.”

      “She’s only been with us for three,” he reminds me.

      I shake my head, grabbing his oh-shit handle as he takes a corner at a less than safe speed. If I didn’t know he was sober, I’d worry, but he’s just a crazy-ass driver.

      “Shit, you’re right. Sometimes it’s easy to forget she hasn’t been with us the entire time.”

      “And we must be gluttons for punishment if we’re willingly following her down this path. I mean, we survived five fucking years in EOD. What sane person submits to another eighteen goddamn months of hellish training to become a SEAL after that?”

      He has a point, but after everything our team has been through, I can’t bring myself to break us up entirely, and I get the feeling Jake’s on the same page.

      I just hope we don’t come to regret this decision.
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          Sadie

        

      

    

    
      I laugh into the pillow. “He turned you down? Seriously? How hard did you try?”

      Katrina stretches and kicks the sheet off, the dim light from her bathroom casting her curves in alluring shadows. The cool AC vent blows across us both, drying the sweat on my brow, and making my nipples stand up at the chilly caress.

      “I did my best. Which you know is very good. And he liked it. Damn, it was clear how much he liked it too. But he just tipped me, then kissed me on the cheek and said thank you.”

      “But you were back there for three songs with him. What the hell were you doing?”

      “Talking. He’s a sweet guy. And I think you hurt his feelings with the nicknames. He’s actually not all that hairy. Just the right amount, if you ask me. So maybe let up on him. You can be kind of a bitch to men, you know. Don’t hold yourself at arm’s length so much—you could make some good friends. Or lovers.”

      “Our contract is up and I’m ready to re-evaluate my life goals. Santos and Hearn are my guys, but they’re EOD all the way. I’ve gotten used to not getting attached. Besides, my best friend is my dad, and I don’t need another lover as long as I have you.” Despite the bet I made with Jake and Marco, I’m not holding my breath that they’ll take the plunge. It’ll be me against the world yet again.

      Katrina turns to face me and reaches out, combing her graceful fingers through my short hair. She grips the back of my head and pulls me in for a gentle kiss.

      “I love you, but what we have won’t change, and you know that. I’m not the kind of girl to settle down.”

      I snort. “You think I am?”

      “I think you’re too young to know.”

      “You’re not that much older than me. Four years is practically nothing in the grand scheme of things.”

      Katrina rolls over and stands, grabbing her robe from the footboard of the sleigh bed we spend too few nights in together anymore. I watch her walk to the bathroom, her shoulders tense.

      “I turned thirty-two weeks ago, Sadie. You know I’m a partner at the club now, right? That private dance I did tonight for your friend might just be my last. I love my life the way it is. I like variety, but I also like some consistency.”

      “That’s kind of a contradiction.” I flop back on the pillow, frustrated with the turn our conversation has taken. She keeps talking as she heads into the bathroom to pee.

      “No, it isn’t. I love the time we spend together. Shit, you’re probably the person I care about most in the world, but you’re not the only person I’m close to. You’re just the only one who I can’t call up and talk to or have lunch with, or—” She chuckles. “Or give a private lap dance to every Tuesday night. Because you're off in some jungle or desert, or God knows where trying not to get blown up.”

      The toilet flushes and the faucet runs for a second, then Katrina stands in the doorway to her bathroom, the light behind her shining on her long hair.

      “If I get into the SEALs, my chances of getting blown up go down,” I offer, even though I doubt that will mollify her. Then I narrow my eyes when I register everything she said. “Wait, I thought you didn’t work on Tuesday nights.”

      “I don’t. And you’re not even the slightest bit jealous about the fact that I have a life that doesn’t involve you, are you, Sade? Don’t answer—I know you aren’t, because you’ve kept yourself emotionally distanced from everyone you know except your dad. Nobody measures up to him. And you have no expectation for a woman to come close, so that’s why you’re with me. Or at least that’s why you’re with me when it’s convenient for you to be. You know you don’t have to compare me to him.”

      “It’s not convenient. I love you, Kat. My life’s just complicated. And Dad’s call made it more complicated.”

      “Complicated in a good way, I hope? You seemed like you were celebrating tonight.”

      “I was. He said I finally got invited to SOAS. This is the chance I’ve been waiting for.”

      Her eyes don’t exactly light up. My military career has always been a sore spot between us. “You’ll finally get to be part of his world, huh?” she says, her voice already sounding weirdly distant, like her previously open emotions launched themselves across a chasm at the news.

      “Don’t shut me out. You always do this.”

      Kat sighs. “I will always be here for you—that won’t ever change—but I’ve finally found consistency in my life. You need to find it wherever you are. But you need to trust someone besides your dad with your feelings. Someone you can actually talk to once in a while like we talk. Promise me you’ll try, at least?”

      “It’s hard with my life, you know that. My cousins are stationed thousands of miles away. We keep in touch, but that’s it. My aunt and uncle are here in Florida, but, well . . . they’re here like you are. Following my dad makes the most sense. It’s always made the most sense. I’m fine adjusting to new scenery, but the people always change whether I like it or not.”

      Katrina climbs back onto the bed and rests her back against her pillows. “C’mere.”

      I shift over and curl up against her side, closing my eyes at the slow rake of fingertips through my hair.

      “They’re still jealous of me and you, you know.”

      “Who?”

      “Keith and Joey.”

      “You and your cousins were too young to be in a strip club then. I should’ve kicked you out.”

      “But you didn’t. You fell in looove.”

      “Not that day, no. I think back then I was right about where you are now, though. Seeking. A little bit lost still. You were a piece that made sense in my life at the time.”

      “Which piece?” I ask, nuzzling her robe open and flicking my tongue out at one perfect pink nipple. Whatever body wash or lotion she uses tastes like maraschino cherries. I suck the hard tip between my lips and toy with it more deliberately while I find the tie to her robe and pull it apart.

      Kat’s weight shifts beneath me, our legs becoming tangled in the sheets. I let her roll me over and pin me. She’s taller than me, so she has a slight advantage—hell, almost everyone is taller than me. But despite her incredibly fit body from a life of dancing, I could easily break free and gain the upper hand. Except that I enjoy letting myself surrender. I never feel vulnerable when I open up to Kat. I only feel safe.

      Kat’s lips crash against mine and I let her in, tasting a tongue still sweet from the champagne we shared. And it feels even sweeter teasing its way down over my neck and breasts, flicking over my nipples in teasing circles that make me arch.

      “All the pieces,” Kat whispers, shifting lower.

      “I’ve missed the fuck out of this.” My murmur becomes a soft moan when Katrina’s tongue finds its mark between my thighs. She teases in slow spirals and gentle flicks, each one translating into a pleasant buzz reverberating through my body. In just a few minutes, the slow pulse of my clit is mirrored at the base of my skull and in the tips of my breasts, then every single cell in my body explodes with sensation. When I come back to my senses, my fingers are tightly tangled in Kat’s hair and her cheek rests against my thigh, a slight smile on her face.

      This is really the part I miss most, if I’m being honest. The afterglow, the falling asleep wrapped around each other, and the mild sadness that comes with knowing I’ll be leaving again soon. It somehow makes it even sweeter each time, knowing I care about Katrina enough to be sad to go, but Kat’s little speech earlier repeats itself in my mind.

      Promise me you’ll try.
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      Six Years Later

      

      Boarding a plane headed to a tiny Central American country in the middle of the night isn’t unusual for a SEAL, but this is the first time in four years I haven’t done it with my entire team. Tonight it’s just me and Jake, aka Sinner. We settle in like it’s a normal mission, but nothing feels normal about it.

      “This is fucking weird,” he says when he clips his seatbelt. “I feel  . . . untethered without the others.”

      “Same. But we’ll adapt. This isn’t anything we haven’t done before.”

      “True,” he agrees, fishing into his ruck for his book. It’s something with handcuffs on the cover, and I’m pretty sure it has nothing to do with law enforcement. When he catches me eyeing it, he lifts an eyebrow. “You want me to read to you? I’m just getting to the good part.”

      “I can’t believe you read that shit.”

      “First, it’s one of the best books I’ve read all year, and if I didn’t read this so-called shit, I’d have no clue what women really want.”

      “So it’s research. Riiight. Women want to be cuffed and used?”

      He flips the book over to look at the cover. “Don’t let the cover fool you. What you would learn if you opened your mind and read it is that women want men to listen to them, to respect them so they can feel safe enough to open up about their deepest desires.”

      “You seriously need to read a book to figure that out?”

      He snorts, then shrugs. “Guess I’m not as enlightened as you.”

      “Seems like a bad plan to read something that’ll get you worked up right before a mission. There probably won’t be a single woman there.”

      “Bet you’re wrong,” he says.

      He knows I’m probably right, but it’s sort of our thing to make inane little bets whenever we disagree. Why we pay homage to a woman who ghosted us in the middle of BUD/S training, I’m not sure. It just feels right. Women like Sadie “Rocket” Watts tend to leave an impression that doesn’t fade that easily.

      What sucks is that we never found out why she left. She was destroying the training, which neither of us had any doubt she would do. One day she was on fire more than ever, acting like every challenge was a personal offense, and her single-minded momentum left everyone else stumbling in her wake. In the middle of the night that night I woke up to the distinct metallic clang of the big brass bell, a sound we’d heard too many times already, but when the other guys and I went to investigate it was too late. Her bunk was empty and she was gone without a trace.

      BUD/S has about a 75 percent attrition rate, so someone leaving midway through isn’t unusual, but we’d been by her side the entire time, sometimes eating her dust, she was so goddamn determined to make it to the end. Only a few weeks of training remained, and she just up and left.

      It threw both me and Jake off our game for a day before we absorbed her disappearance. We even suspected foul play for a little while before our TO informed those of us still there that Watts had departed “for personal reasons”—which was mostly code for she couldn’t cut it—but unlike other trainees who’d washed out, he didn’t publicly belittle her or her efforts. He genuinely seemed sad that she was gone. In the four years since Jake and I earned our tridents, no other woman has made it as far as Sadie did, and I have a feeling it’ll be a while before any do.

      “Bet you she’d rag on you worse for reading that book,” I say. He’ll know who I’m referring to.

      He gives the page he’s reading a wistful smile. “Bet she’d go ahead and read it to you just to piss you off.” He clears his throat then, and intones in his best Sadie Watts voice, “He skated his palm over my bare ass, then lifted it away, bringing it back down in a hard smack that left my flesh tingling. My core throbbed, hot wetness pooling . . . Hey!”

      I snatch the book away and lob it toward the rear of the empty passenger jet. He stares after it for a moment, then chuckles. “You’re lucky we’re the only ones on this flight besides the pilot.”

      The pilot announces over the speaker that we’re about to take off. The small video screen in the bulkhead in front of me has a pre-recorded safety video with the standard information about the oxygen mask and flotation device, but I barely pay attention. I’ve been in worse situations than a small plane taking a nosedive into the ocean, and if this one crashes anywhere, it’s more likely it’ll plunge into the earth. The only body of water we’re flying over is the Gulf of Mexico. Water I can handle with my hands tied behind my back—literally—but there are parachutes, which is my preferred way of exiting a plane that’s about to crash.

      A few moments later we’re airborne, and both of us reach into our bags for the folders we were handed before departing. The folder has a presidential seal on the front with the label “Operation Broken Heart”—which I guess is a play on the name of the cartel leader we’re hoping to take down.

      Vicente Amador’s photo is clipped to the folder when I open it, along with a collection of other photos of his compound, all of which I’ve already seen. My brother Mason nearly died trying to gather intel on the bastard from a rival Mexican cartel. When he came home, he made copies of the flash drive and sent one to me to commit the contents to memory. The final destination of the intel was the DEA, to aid them in mounting an inter-agency operation in conjunction with the Mexican government to destroy one of the most brutal cartels in history.

      So I expect a lot of what’s in here is information I’ve already laid eyes on. The part I don’t know is about the op itself. Who’s in charge? Where the hell are we going? I know it has to be somewhere within spitting distance of Cancún, which is where Amador’s base of operations is.

      Jake mutters, “No fucking way,” just as I turn the page. I do a double-take when the name “Watts” jumps out at me. But it doesn’t mention Sadie.

      Our CO will be one Captain Benjamin H. Watts, a name every SEAL I’ve ever met knows well. He’s a legend, but also a ghost. All we know is that the missions he’s led for the past decade have been top secret. Sadie only mentioned him a few times, preferring not to divulge to our BUD/S classmates that they were related, but she shared some stories with our old EOD team about what it was like growing up with him. She clearly idolized her father, which is a concept more alien to me than imagining what it’s like to be a woman in the military.

      “I’m not seeing things, am I?” I ask.

      “It’s Rocket’s old man,” Jake says. “It tracks. A black-ops mission like this would require someone of his caliber to lead it.”

      “Do you think she’s involved somehow? You remember how she was about him.”

      “That I couldn’t tell you. We still don’t know why she dropped out of BUD/S.”

      I’m almost too distracted by this news to properly absorb the rest of the brief about the op. It’s sparse, to say the least; we’ll be thoroughly updated once we get to base camp, which is evidently somewhere in the jungles of Belize.

      I hoped to get a bit of sleep on the flight, but wind up too wired to keep my eyes closed. I go over the intel repeatedly, even though I only need to look at it once to have perfect recall, then sigh and put it away. It’s made me restless to get there and find out if Sadie will be with us. If she isn’t there, maybe her dad knows where she is.

      But the bigger question is why is it bothering me so much? She had her reasons to leave, and it’d be no surprise if she wanted to put it behind her. It can’t have been easy to let it go after all the work she put into becoming a SEAL.

      Unable to clear my head, I stand and walk to the lavatory to at least empty my bladder. On the way back, I spy Jake’s book on one of the empty seats near the rear of the plane. Desperate for a distraction, I pick it up and sit down where I am, flipping open to Jake’s dog-eared page. I find the lines he started reading earlier and chuckle, but soon find myself sucked in enough that I have to go back and start the thing at the beginning.

      The story’s filthy enough to keep my mind off everything else. Jake was right—it isn’t as bad as I expected, and the story is pretty damn engaging, but despite the nearly non-stop sex on the pages, I wind up dozing.

      I don’t wake up until the clunk of landing gear lowering jolts me back to awareness. I open my eyes to the sight of Jake peering down at me with a shit-eating grin. He looks between the book on my lap and my face.

      “Fuck off,” I mutter, shoving his book at him.

      “It’s good stuff, I’m telling you,” he says. “The author has a whole series all set at the same sex club. The Whitewood Chronicles, it’s called.”

      “Frustrating, is what it is,” I say, scowling and not willing to admit I got sucked in. “And how can you stand to read about women who debase themselves like that?”

      His eyebrows shoot up. “Dude, you need to chill out. That’s the best part about this series. The women in it are always in control, even when they’re tied up. It’s damn sexy. Shit, I knew you were a saint, but I didn’t know you were such a prude.”

      I clench my jaw. “I’m not . . .”

      “You still can’t deal with the fact that your sister has three lovers who share her, can you?”

      Heat rises up my neck and I clench my jaw, taking a deep breath to try to temper my response. What he doesn’t know is that it wasn’t just Elle’s relationship that I had trouble wrapping my head around. Tasha Jennings wanted to experiment with an open relationship when we were seeing each other. The fact that I wasn’t her boyfriend should’ve made it easier for me to say yes, but it meant revealing our relationship to my best friend. As it turns out, he wasn’t any more into the idea when she went ahead and told him. Zane and I haven’t spoken since.

      Jake laughs before I can say anything.

      “Talk to me,” he says, plopping down in the seat across the aisle. “Because there’s no way you’re going to deal with it without laying it out.”

      “Nobody else seems to give a shit,” I say. In fact, everyone seemed more than happy for Elle when it became clear that she wasn’t just dating Drake Stavros, but the Quiñones twins too. Not only that, it seemed like Drake and Ben had something a little deeper than friendship going on.

      “Don’t they, though? Seems to me everyone, especially her men, would do anything for her. If I had a sister, I could think of worse relationships than one where she has not one, but three strong, capable lovers who would take a bullet for her.”

      “She’s a fucking child, Hearn. Shouldn’t that bother me?” I snap. “Not to mention if any of them decide it’s not working, my sister’s heart gets broken three times over.”

      He shakes his head and sighs. “You need to let it go. First, those three men nearly died for her, so if that doesn’t prove they’re committed, I don’t know what does. Also, she’s over eighteen, and from what I could tell, she’s pretty damn mature for her age. How old is she?”

      “Twenty,” I reluctantly admit. “We used to joke when she was a toddler that she was three, going on thirty. You’ve never seen a kid so precocious or opinionated than three-year-old Elle, and so goddamn serious about everything. Did you know she skipped a grade? And graduated first in her senior class? I guess I still see her as that little girl.”

      He snorts. “From what you told me, she held her own when Corluka chased them down and boarded Drake’s yacht. The four of them make a pretty good team. You should be proud of her. And it’ll take an overachiever like her to keep up with three men long-term.”

      He smirks and I narrow my eyes. “Sinner, if I find out you’ve had a single dirty thought about my little sister, I’m cutting off your fucking balls.”

      The asshole just laughs. “Relax. Why do you think I read smut? So I can avoid thinking about all my friends’ hot sisters.”

      The plane comes to a halt and we rise, grab our rucksacks, and exit into the balmy Belizean air. It’s barely dawn, the sky turning pink beyond a thick band of jungle bordering the small airfield where we landed. I scan the area and find nothing more than a single hangar with a fuel tanker parked outside. We’re in the middle of nowhere, it seems, with nothing but dense trees surrounding us, and the night sounds of macaws and howler monkeys still echoing.

      “Our brief said we’d be picked up by someone in a helo when we landed,” Jake says. “Looks like that’s our ride.”

      He points to the silhouette of the bird parked several yards off. I don’t see anyone around it, or any other aircraft for that matter, so I hike my ruck higher on my shoulder and head toward it.

      It’s empty, but the motor ticks quietly as if it’s still warm. When I get close enough, I find a sticky note stuck to the door that just says, “BRB” in red sharpie.

      Jake tosses his bag inside and climbs in. I glance around at the airfield again. “Where the fuck is there to go out here? We’re surrounded by jungle.”

      He waves a hand to the west. “I saw a village a click that way before we landed. Maybe our pilot has friends and went to say hi?”

      Frowning, I climb in after him. If that’s the case, it seems reckless when we’re on a top-secret op. Whoever this pilot is should have his head examined.

      About ten minutes later, I’m getting impatient. Looking over at Jake, I catch him reading again.

      “Why are you so goddamn relaxed? Actually, don’t answer that.”

      He lifts one eyebrow, then chuckles. “I haven’t had this much downtime in months. I’m milking it. You should too, because you know the second this bird touches down at camp, it’ll be non-stop prep and training for this op. We don’t know how much reconnaissance they’ve done, or what the actual mission will be. The brief only gave us broad strokes. It’s why they call it a brief.”

      “That’s why I’m tense. I want to get to work. I want all the information. I want to nail Amador to the wall so my family is out of danger.”

      When he just levels a hard look at me, I sigh.

      “I know it won’t be over once we take him down. Mason says the DEA knows about Delgado, that he’s running his own cartel now and is likely to just fill the void left behind when Amador’s gone. But this is our mission, and I have to believe it’ll make a difference. Vicente Amador was the one pulling the strings until recently. Justice will be served. I just want to fucking get started,” I grumble, feeling like a petulant kid after letting off a little steam.

      “Well, looks like our pilot finally decided to show,” he says, gesturing out the open door.

      A silhouette approaches from the direction of the village Jake saw. He walks at a relaxed, but quick pace and appears to be carrying a bag. My pulse speeds up a second before I register that I know this person, and it isn’t a he. It’s a she. That gait is familiar, the bearing of squared shoulders and perfect posture . . . which isn’t odd for someone in the military, but on a frame that size, it stands out.

      It’s Sadie Watts herself, looking as cocky as ever in a bomber jacket and Ray Bans like she’s channeling her inner Maverick.

      “As I fucking live and breathe,” Jake mutters, jumping out of his seat and pushing past me. “Rocket, you fucking crazy woman, is that really you?”
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      I’m too stunned to move, so I just stare when Jake rushes her. He’s on the verge of wrapping his arms around her waist when she ducks and sidesteps him.

      “Whoa, big guy,” Sadie says, laughing. “None of that.”

      Jake embraces empty air before turning with a miffed expression. Her gaze lands on me then, and she tilts her chin in the barest acknowledgment.

      “Glad you finally made it. We’ve got a ways to go yet, but I have breakfast.” She holds up the brown paper bag she carries, which is spotted with grease. My stomach growls when the scent of fried dough hits my nose.

      “Fry jack?” she asks, reaching in and fishing out an oblong hunk of puffy, golden-fried dough. She lobs one at Jake who takes it, sniffs it, then shoves the whole thing into his mouth. He grins, his stuffed cheeks extended, and gives me a thumbs up when I catch the one she tosses to me.

      My hunger is overwhelmed by confusion, though. Why is she here? Not that I’m not happy to see her, but what the hell does she have to do with this mission?

      When she makes it to the helo, she hands me her bag of treats before climbing in to settle in the pilot’s seat without so much as a word of greeting.

      “Since when do you fly?” I finally ask.

      “Since I got my license four years ago,” she says.

      This doesn’t track. Military pilots don’t need a license. Not unless they want to keep flying after discharge. And if that’s true, that means she retired after washing out of BUD/S. Yet here she is, flying a fucking Seahawk.

      Jake clambers back in and straps into his seat, grabbing the bag of fry jacks and digging in. “Ooh, honey,” he croons into the bag. I think he’s sweet-talking the pastries until he pulls out a small container and peels off the lid. He dips the next treat into sticky golden honey and practically fellates the thing as he eats.

      “By the way, Santos, you owe me for the bet,” he says, his words muffled by the food stuffed in his mouth.

      “What bet was that?” Sadie asks, flipping a switch on the control panel in front of her before starting the motor.

      “He bet me there wouldn’t be any women on this op,” Jake calls over the rising noise of the rotors.

      “You should’ve known better!” Sadie calls, shooting me a wicked grin.

      It gets too loud to be heard over the noise after that. I pull the door closed and strap in just as she lifts off. There’s nothing to do but eat my breakfast, which is a perfect weird, airy doughnut-type thing. It’s especially good dipped in honey. I commandeer the bag from Jake, which he reluctantly surrenders, though there are only two left when I’m sure there must’ve been a dozen in there when she handed it to me. That’s what I get for letting myself get thrown by her presence.

      The trip gives me time to collect my thoughts. Watts didn’t return to EOD like we’d thought she might—not if she got a helicopter pilot’s license four years ago—but she’s clearly involved with the military in some fashion if she’s attached to this op. I probably shouldn’t be that surprised since her dad’s in charge, but it still doesn’t do shit to explain her walking out of our lives without a word.

      My intense stare must be getting to her. “You need to say something, Sasquatch?” Sadie calls after a few minutes, her voice loud enough to carry over the noise. She looks over her shoulder and jabs a finger at the headset tucked into a mesh pocket beside me. I put it on and hit the switch. The noise fades to the background.

      “Get up here,” she says, pointing to the seat beside her. I unfasten my seatbelt and carefully maneuver into it. “Well?” She darts a look at me as she steers us over the dense jungle.

      “What the fuck are you doing here?”

      She shrugs. “This is my new assignment. I could ask you the same question. You don’t get flown around on Uncle Sam’s dime in an empty commercial jet unless he thinks you’re important. You and Sinner.” She tilts her head toward Jake, who’s watching the trees go by beneath us without a care in the world. I glance back to see him idly dipping his fingers in the last of the honey and licking them off. Christ, sometimes he’s like a large toddler, but he’s loyal to a fault, and there’s no better man to have at my back.

      “Will you just answer the question? Where the fuck have you been for the past five years?”

      “Now, Saint Marco, that sounds like two questions you want answered.” She shakes her head. “Patience. All will be revealed.”

      She returns her attention ahead of us, then hits a button. A heavy punk song blasts through the headset, and she starts belting out the words. I stare at her, dumbfounded that she doesn’t even seem fazed by this reunion, such as it is. As if she didn’t leave us worrying if she was fucking dead, or something even worse.

      But no . . . she just keeps singing along, loudly, and bobbing her head to the beat.

      After a few minutes, she catches me staring at her and stops.

      “What? You want to pick the music?”

      I shake my head. “You know, Watts . . . they sing it so you don’t have to.”

      She grins at me, and I can’t help but laugh when she dives into the next song with even more gusto. A second later, Jake joins her in a perfectly off-key harmony.

      I can’t deny it’s a relief to see her after so long, to know she hasn’t changed a bit. It feels like old times, but there’s an unfamiliar undercurrent between us—words left unsaid, secrets unshared. And I would give anything to know what they are.

      The flight isn’t long enough for a proper conversation, though. After about half an hour, she banks, and we descend into a small clearing just barely big enough to accommodate the helo’s rotors. The trees around us whip in the wind and birds shoot out of the canopy to escape the disturbance.

      A lone figure stands in a patch of sunlight, eyes hidden behind dark shades. He’s a big man, about my size with short, gray hair and deep lines bracketing his mouth. Even though he isn’t in uniform, his authoritative bearing is enough to signal who he is.

      When Jake and I exit the helo, we both drop our bags immediately and stand at attention, right hands raised to our foreheads.

      Sadie hops out behind us with a snort. “They didn’t salute me,” she quips.

      He returns the gesture and strides over. “At ease.”

      I glance at Sadie, brow knitted. “Why would we salute you?”

      She taps the embroidered commander insignia attached to her jacket next to a tag that reads Sadie Watts, CDR, USN. “You realize I’ve always outranked you, right? Ever since the beginning.”

      “Commander? I . . . thought you were a civilian now.”

      A deep chuckle draws my attention back to the older man, and a flush of shame washes over me.

      “One of her greatest strengths is how easily people underestimate her,” he says. “Myself included.”

      “Sorry, sir. Chief Petty Officer Marco Santos reporting for duty.”

      Jake introduces himself while the man looks on. When he takes off his sunglasses to look us in the eyes, I’m thrown off for a moment. He has a wicked glint in his icy blues that reminds me of my dad, though Dad’s were a different color. He’s smiling amiably at us too, which is something I rarely saw my dad do when he was home on leave from the Marines.

      “Guys, this is old Eagle Eyes himself, Captain Ben Watts,” Sadie says, slipping up beside him. “I call him Dad, but you should call him captain.”

      Captain Watts holds out his hand and I shake it. “We’re a team here, so we don’t stand on ceremony,” he says. “Just don’t do anything that pisses off me or the commander here, and we’ll be just fine. I’ll let Sadie get you two settled. Meet me in my tent after chow for your brief.”

      “Yes sir,” Jake and I chorus. When the captain turns to stride off down a gravel path, Jake and I turn to look at each other.

      “He’s  . . . nice,” Jake says.

      “Trust me, he doesn’t pull his punches, but he’s a people person. So as long as you behave, he’ll keep the claws hidden,” Sadie says. “Now get your pretty backsides in gear and let me show you around.”
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      I am losing my shit now that Jake and Marco are here. I’ve been on the verge of mania for the past week, ever since Dad shared the files for the last two recruits for this op. I don’t want him to know they’re important to me, though, and I’m definitely not ready to face the questions I know the two of them must have. It’s been six years since we saw each other. So much has changed, but our brief flight to camp proved that the important things probably haven’t.

      They’re still my boys—maybe a bit leaner and meaner after a few years on the Teams. I can’t imagine what they think of me right now. Judging from their bewildered looks, they’re still absorbing the fact I’m even here.

      I motion for them to follow and march down the path Dad took. The camp is secluded in the middle of the Belizean jungle, not far from the Mexico border. It’s small, but well laid out. Every tent is up on a wooden platform to keep things dry in the rainy season and to prevent too many critters from sneaking in. And they would—my first night here, I woke up to the sight of a howler monkey sitting on the end of my bed, just watching me. He left when I threw my pillow at him, and I’ve taken better precautions to seal my tent at night since then.

      I give them the nickel tour of camp, which isn’t much to look at. We have a mess that’s just big enough to accommodate the small ten-man team—twelve, if you count the captain and me. The next biggest tent is our armory, and to one side of it is a large shed where we keep our vehicles parked.

      “What the hell is that?” Jake asks, pointing at what looks like a rusted-out cargo container half-hidden in the trees.

      “That’s command central, the only building here that’s completely wired and insulated. We have four guys who man it ’round the clock—mostly drone operators, but the captain will be in our ear from there when we’re scouting.”

      I finally lead them to the empty tent at the end of the row closest to the latrines. Sucks to be last.

      “This is you two,” I say, pausing by the steps. “Latrines are just behind you, and showers are over there.”

      The showers are one of the few open-air structures in camp. They have just the barest suggestion of walls for privacy outside, and no proper stalls on the inside. The two lonely shower heads are mounted about six feet up, one on either side of the small enclosure. I try to imagine it’s a fancy double-headed deal, but they’re just a touch too far apart to get both of the sprays to hit you at the same time. At least we have hot water, though since the eaves are open beneath the roof and there’s no door, we get the occasional jungle critter camping out in there, which keeps us on our toes.

      “By the way, since there’s only room for two in the showers, we have a schedule. There were a couple slots open, so I took the liberty of assigning one to each of you.”

      I grab the clipboard off the post by the steps and slip it out of the plastic baggie that protects it from the humidity. The last two slots weren’t together. One was at night and the other in the morning at about four a.m. I haven’t met a man on this team yet who was precious about who he got naked with out here, and I’m not either, but having the shower to myself so far has been one of the few luxuries I’ve enjoyed until now. There was a time when I’d have done anything to be seen as one of the guys, but that time has passed.

      Marco’s expression is unreadable when he studies the sheet. Jake gives a low chuckle and nudges him with his elbow, earning himself a withering stare. Jake clears his throat. “I would think you and the captain would’ve kept your own slots. Not that I have any issue sharing with him, of course.”

      “The captain’s always been the kind of leader who’d get down in the muck with the rest of his team. He’s not about to waste precious minutes for the sake of his own comfort. We run a tight ship here, Sinner. No wiggle room on schedules, got it?”

      “Aye, aye,” he says.

      “Go ahead and settle in. Chow is in two hours. Until then, I suggest visiting the armory. Whiteside will assign you your gear and weapons.”

      I give Marco another look and my belly churns, which irritates me to no end. You would think after six goddamn years he’d stop having that effect on me, but it’s only gotten worse, probably because I haven’t gotten laid in almost that long.

      They disappear into their tent and I head back down the path to the command center. The old cargo container is deceptively roomy inside and partitioned into three sections. The very front is a makeshift lounge with a handful of folding chairs and a small end table with some ancient magazines. Beyond that are the coms and drone control stations, where two of the four men who are assigned these tasks are currently staring at an array of monitors.

      The rear of the container is the captain’s office. He glances up from the map he’s studying through a set of cheap reading glasses. He gives me a warm smile when I step in and collapse into a folding chair across from the rickety table he uses as a desk.

      “Where are we on the op?” I ask.

      “Depends. How quickly can you get the new guys up to speed?”

      I wave a hand. “Santos and Hearn are solid. They’ll catch up in a day.”

      He nods and takes his glasses off, old Eagle Eyes coming out to play. I don’t like that look, because it usually means he’s about to tell me something I don’t want to hear.

      “That’s good. We’ll need to use them for recon within the next couple days, but after that, I’m assigning them to the undercover part of the op.”

      I sit up straighter, my jaw tightening. Dad narrows his eyes and crosses his arms, bracing himself to field my objections. But he’s right, and I know it. No one else in our little rag-tag squad came up on the Teams. They’re all former Rangers, or some other flavor of spec-ops. We need SEALs for the core of our plan.

      He calls me on my resistance. “Rocket, say what you’re thinking.”

      I huff in annoyance, but he has his dad hat on now, and I can’t fucking hide when he does that.

      “I just have history with them, that’s all. It might get complicated if we’re stuck in close quarters.”

      “You don’t think they’d be professional?”

      I wince. “They’re fine. But we were in the same BUD/S class. And when all that shit happened . . .” I heave a sigh, unwilling to elaborate, but it isn’t as if he doesn’t already know the whole awful story of why I quit training for the one thing I really wanted in the world. “I might have ghosted them a little. They’re going to want to know why.”

      He presses his lips into a thin line and sits forward. “Then maybe you should tell them. Baby, you’ve been carrying that weight your whole life, not just the six years it’s been since your mother killed herself. I’ve tried to help shoulder the burden, but you won’t let me. You’re half the reason I chose those two for this op. If they were ever close enough to confide in, do yourself a favor and let it out.”

      He says all this under his breath—the walls here are thin . . . they’re not even walls, for fuck’s sakes—and for that, I’m grateful. What I’m not grateful for is the pain in his eyes, but he’s always subscribed to the philosophy that you have to face down your demons, something I’ve discovered is hard as fuck to do. Ever since that awful summer, Dad and I have been more candid with each other than we used to be. Sometimes I fucking hate it, though.

      “Maybe,” I say, blowing a sigh through my nose. I’m ready to move on, though, and latch onto the one opening he left me. “What was the other half of the reason you chose them?”

      Dad chuckles. “Well, let me tell you about the man you call Saint Marco. He has quite a story. His entire family is tangled up in this.”
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      I avoid the community areas for the rest of the afternoon, choosing to have dinner in my tent while checking over all my equipment. I’m lying on my bunk reading later when the knock comes, along with a shout: “Betting in the mess!”

      They know better than to do that without me, those hooligans. I toss on my boots and head back out. In the weeks since I started this assignment, the nightly activities have ranged from sedate to balls-to-the wall male posturing. It seems to have a definite cycle, and today’s Friday, so it doesn’t surprise me that there might be money changing hands. Friday nights are when the captain allows the men to let loose, and I usually opt against participating in the festivities, thinking it might be best to keep my distance.

      But they quickly figured out I have one very big weakness and do their best to draw me out every chance they get. I can hear the cheers from outside my tent already, several yards from the mess, likely directed at the new guys. When I peek my head in through the open flap, the whole squad is clustered around one table, intent on whatever’s happening in the middle.

      Shouts of “Go! Go! Go!” hit my ears, but I can’t tell what they’re doing. Finally a hearty cheer erupts and the cluster parts. Whiteside stands up with a shake of his head, then reaches out and grabs the offered hand across the table.

      “You’re the better man, Santos. Maybe next week I’ll beat you, huh?”

      “Maybe,” Santos says with a grin. “Maybe not. Who’s next? How ‘bout you, commander? Care for a rematch?”

      All eyes turn to stare at me for a split-second before more cheering erupts and they all beckon to me.

      Santos sits with his elbow planted in the center of the table and his hand up, palm open. His shit-eating grin is just too tempting.

      “All right, you’re on. But no betting! You know that’s against the rules.” A rule we all routinely break, but I have to go through the motions of reminding them anyway. “First give me a shot of whatever hot piss you guys are drinking tonight.”

      I saunter over to the picnic table and hop onto the bench, resting on my knees to reach the center with my elbows. Someone hands me a tin cup with a measure of pungent amber liquid in it, which I toss back, then shake my head. “Wow, you guys broke out the good stuff in honor of this asshole, huh? Where was this stuff when I got here?”

      I glance around and the guys all shift their eyes uncomfortably.

      “Right. Girls like me are too delicate for liquor on day one, huh?” I laugh and shake my head. I thought I’d proven myself to these guys. They at least treat me with deference, but it might be by virtue of knowing they’ll have to answer to the captain if they don’t toe the line. I still need them to respect me, and it apparently isn’t enough to best them all in PT on a daily basis. Maybe this little challenge will be enough. Either way, I’m secretly giddy at the opportunity to show up a guy like Santos. Again.

      “How many of these tools did you beat already, Santos?”

      “All but Hearn, but he knows better. I’ll try to go easy on you, Rocket.”

      “Don’t do me any favors.” I plant my right elbow in the center of the table and lean in, gripping his big hand tightly. Before the go command, I glance around. “If I win, each of you has to spill a juicy secret to the rest of us.”

      “Ooh, that’s a good one,” Santos says. “I should’ve been betting for intel. Instead all I’ve got are two extra sets of bootlaces, some fresh soap, and a candy bar. Not that I was betting.”

      I laugh. “Funny, I never pegged you as a guy happy to break the rules. No extra cash?”

      “Where the hell would I spend it out here?”

      “You’re smarter than you look, Sasquatch. Now let’s get on with this.”

      He narrows his eyes at my use of his old nickname and tightens his grasp, the warmth of it on the verge of distracting.

      “Looking forward to tomorrow’s shower?” I ask, deciding to grab the bull by the horns if I’m going to get that particular preoccupation out of my system.

      His grip falters ever so slightly and he meets my eyes. I can’t tell whether he owes the red flush of his face more to what I just asked, or his effort to beat me at arm wrestling. He recovers quickly, though.

      “What can I say? I’m a clean freak.” He meets my gaze directly, staring me down with a smirk as if he’s silently calling me on my taunt. Under his breath, he says, “You’ve still got the same dirty mind, don’t you, Watts? Did something change in the past six years you want to share with me?”

      His gaze drops to the low collar of my thin tank top, and my nipples tingle within the confines of my sports bra.

      “Nah, I still love eating pussy as much as the next guy.” I am also the worst fucking liar.

      He laughs, but his expression grows a little disconcerted when his grip on my hand tightens and exerts more pressure against my arm. “Christ, what do you have in your elbow? Steel rebar?”

      I ignore the question. “Remember Katrina? She has a perfect pussy. She tastes like cherries.” I lick my lips for emphasis and his grip falters again. “Are you even concentrating on beating me, Santos?”

      “Yeah, I got this. Just keep on with your story.” We lock eyes, and I catch a glint of a challenge in those piercing gray depths, as if somehow he’s bound and determined to kick my ass once and for all. But there’s something deeper . . . regret? Or maybe I’m just projecting. He grins, and the hint of whatever it is disappears.

      “Nah, I don’t kiss and tell.”

      “You were just telling a whole lot. Don’t leave us hanging.”

      “All right, so just before I shipped out to start training for this op, I was at her strip club and she was up on the pole, doing her thing in that way no other woman can. She finished with her dance and came over to my table, and we had a drink. I’ve known her for a while.” Marco knows this part already, but I rehash it for the benefit of our audience. “Then she learned I’d be stuck in the jungle for the foreseeable future with a bunch of hardheads and offered a private moment . . . you know, to talk. Girl stuff.”

      “What’d you talk about?”

      He sounds so casual, but I can hear the strain in his voice. He’s been arm wrestling for probably an hour if he’s already been through the whole squad.

      “Oh, you know. How we like to shave our pussies. That’s a big deal for strippers, you know.”

      “And how do you do yours?”

      “High and tight,” I say with a grin. “How do you do yours, Santos?”

      He blinks, and his knuckles hit the aluminum tabletop with a reverberating thunk when the leverage I have overcomes his resistance. The collective groan of our observers fills the mess tent.

      “So, secrets.” I gesture in a “give it to me” motion. “You first, Santos. The rest of you might want more liquor.”

      “You don’t play fair, Watts,” he mutters.

      “Are you sulking? I’ll go another, no talking, if you want. Best two outta three.”

      I shake my head when he sticks his elbow in the center of the table again with a defiant look. The big ones always have the hardest time getting beat. You’d think he’d have learned his lesson by now, but he always swore one day he’d beat me.

      The second round, I don’t waste time with stories. I nail his fist to the table in five seconds.

      “Just for that, you owe me two.”

      “All right, pour me a drink and I’ll tell you whatever you want to know,” he says.

      Once the tin cup is in his hand, I find a nearby chair and lean back in it, eyeing him. There are so many possibilities with this guy, I have no idea where to start.

      “Have you ever stared down a bomb barehanded?”

      His confusion entertains me, but he recovers quickly. I know the answer already, but the rest of the squad doesn’t.

      “Stupidest thing I ever did, and I’m lucky I’m alive. But how many people would’ve died if I hadn’t? You were there. You probably have your own spin on the story, though, don’t you?”

      “First times are always the most memorable. That day was epic, though.”

      Marco closes his eyes and laughs. “Which part, the one where I actually disarmed the thing, or the one where I fucking puked up my breakfast right after?”

      Someone pipes up, “Wait, what’s she talking about? You disarmed a bomb barehanded? Why the fuck aren’t you training in P-cola now?”

      “It’s ancient history. Rocket here knows this,” Marco says, though his eyes stay on mine.

      I glance sidelong at the others. “You guys don’t know Saint Marco the way I do. We were in EOD together before BUD/S. He actually had the honor of earning that trident and spent the last five years on the Teams.”

      “And you?” Marco asks, his voice subdued.

      “I had my own special ops training under the captain. Made me wish I was back in BUD/S every day.”

      He studies me with a tense expression for several seconds, and I just know he’s dying to ask me why the fuck I washed out that summer. It isn’t the time or place for it, though, and he knows it.

      I just smirk and lift my voice to say, “Question two! Tell me why you were in such a foul mood on the ride in.”

      “Honestly? It’s because Sinner ate all the goddamn donuts.” He punches Hearn on the shoulder. His buddy is in the middle of stuffing a leftover dinner roll in his mouth and grins around it.

      The mood lifts, and I shift my focus to the stocky Black soldier easing his way toward the door. “Whitseside! You owe me a secret. Along with any of you other man-whores who bet against me.”

      “I didn’t,” Sinner says, raising a hand. Half the platoon aim scowls at him, and he shoots back a shit-eating grin. “I know you a little too well, Rocket.”

      “Well, it’s good to know one of you guys has a brain,” I say. “Hearn, what do we want to know about Whiteside?”

      Whiteside gives Hearn a dirty look. The golden boy tends to stand out from a crowd with his pretty face and big blue eyes, and I see half the men mentally painting a target on him just for that. He’ll have to prove himself, but that won’t be a problem for him.

      “So, Hearn, any ideas?”

      Hearn makes a show of it, standing up and walking around. He drags a chair across the floor to the center of the group and gestures grandly for Whiteside to sit.

      “I want to know how many women—or men—you’ve slept with. But first, let’s let everyone else offer their guesses.” Hearn glances around at the other men, and some come back with numbers ranging from thirty to three hundred.

      Whiteside’s eyes widen and he chuckles. “Not even close. I’m too choosy.”

      “Then what’s the number?”

      “Twenty-two,” Whiteside says, grinning like he’s won a prize.

      Some men scoff. Some nod. But Hearn leans down and says, “Tell us their names. All of them.”

      Whiteside scowls and utters a soft curse, then stares at his feet. “Fuck, all right . . . Erica, Janelle, Carla, um . . . shit.”

      “You counted, but you can’t remember their names?” I say. “I remember every woman I fucked. Brandy, Gwen, Melissa, Heather, Sonya, Katrina.”

      “I think I had a Heather.”

      “Well, you go back to your bunk and think about them all. Hell, write them down. I want a list tomorrow. Who’s next?”

      The men all stare at each other uncomfortably. I really need to come up with some better ice-breaker activities. “Tell you what, if Santos answers one more question, I’ll let the rest of you off the hook.”

      Santos crosses his arms and smirks back at me. “Why don’t I share one of your secrets, Rocket? I bet the guys here would love to hear about how you desensitized an entire BUD/S class to seeing you naked in two days flat.”
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      Oh, he did not just go there.

      But the rest of the team is already clamoring for details. I glare at Santos and stand, hopping up onto the bench of the picnic table and sitting on the tabletop. I’m not about to let him tell his twisted version of the story.

      “Fine! Jesus, it wasn’t that big a deal, but I wasn’t about to accept special treatment just because I was the only woman in the class. They wanted me in a separate shower, separate bunk, separate everything. But you guys know as well as I do that building a strong team means you have to do every-fucking-thing together, right?”

      They all nod, and I continue, crossing my arms and shooting Santos another irritated glance. “Day one, I just showed up. The second I whipped off my towel and stepped up to the showers, half the guys freaked out. You’d have thought someone just let a rat loose in the shower, the way they cut and ran.”

      “You do have that effect, Rocket,” Hearn says. I lift my middle finger at him.

      “Luckily, I had allies who stuck with me that first day. But I figured the problem was they were just too modest. They didn’t like the idea of a girl seeing their peckers when they weren’t ready to perform. So the next day, I came prepared with better—ahem—equipment.”

      Santos starts chuckling and shaking his head. Hearn’s face is red with his effort to keep from laughing. I grin at them both, because the memory is a true classic. I get a bittersweet rush of nostalgia that I force myself to swallow, because otherwise I might fucking cry. They were beside me for every beautiful second.

      “What’d you do?” Garcia asks.

      Hearn’s about to pop, so I take pity on him. “Why don’t you finish the story, Sinner?”

      He sits back, and in a voice filled with mirth, says, “She walks into the shower the next day, drops her towel, and is sporting the most godawful ugly, giant, purple and green strap-on dildo I’ve ever seen . . . It was so . . . in your face hideous, none of us could avoid looking at it. Of course, it was also bigger than anyone else’s. Earned her the nickname ‘Big Dick’ for the next week. And no one looked twice at her in the showers after that.”

      The guys all howl with laughter, and I share a smile with Hearn and Santos, then focus on Santos again.

      “If Saint Marco thinks that story lets him off the hook, he’s wrong,” I announce. “You owe me one more secret.”

      He holds out his cup and gives a brief nod, still smiling broadly at me. “Pour me one and I’ll tell you anything, sweetheart.”

      The way his deep voice lingers on the word “sweetheart” sends tingling warmth straight between my legs, despite how inappropriate the term of endearment is under these circumstances. Jesus, how the fuck can he still do that to me after all these years? Katrina would be all over that reaction if she knew about it. I can hear her now: “You’re into this guy more than me, aren’t you? Well, honey, if he does it for you, grab on and don’t let go.”

      But then Katrina was never one for denying herself simple pleasures, even if it just meant a kiss. As much fun as the two of us had over the years, and as close as we were, the closest we ever came to anything resembling a confession of true feelings was that night before I left for SOAS.

      We lay entangled and naked on Katrina’s silk sheets, the tangy scent of sex permeating the air. Katrina’s long, red hair clung in sweaty tendrils to her white shoulders. I remember staring down at her when the words just popped out: “I’ve never felt so close to being whole as I do with you, Kat. Like I was missing a piece I didn’t even realize was gone until I met you. You almost fit. And it feels really fucking good.”

      Of course, Katrina had caught the detail I didn’t even realize I’d added. “Only almost? Well, I can live with that, but you deserve to be complete, Sadie.”

      Santos watches me intently after I give him a refill. He keeps the tin cup of liquor poised at his lips for a second before he empties it and sets it aside with a clink.

      “Right, Sasquatch. This had better be good. Let’s hear your deepest, darkest secret.”

      “Ah . . . shit. I have all kinds of dark secrets. What’re you looking for, Watts? Dirty, or just depraved?”

      I already have the ammo for this stashed in my pocket, just waiting for this moment. I pull out the folded piece of paper, slowly unfold it, then hold it up. “How ‘bout you tell us the story behind this, Michelangelo?”

      Garcia reaches for the drawing in my hand and whistles when he gets a look.

      “Yeah, that’s hot, huh?” I say. “Santos here either fabricated her from thin air, or he’s got a nice little story to tell.”

      “Holy shit, is that Tasha Jennings?” someone says. “That shit’s not real, is it?”

      “Obviously it’s a sketch, dumbass,” someone else says. “But it looks like it’s from real life. Why’s she tied up?”

      “I forget,” Marco says, glaring at me, every last remnant of humor gone.

      “He’s lying,” Hearn says. The look Santos levels at his friend could make a lesser man piss his pants, but Hearn just laughs. “You’re a lying shitbird. And I know for a fact you didn’t forget. You don’t forget anything, Marco. Why the commander doesn’t know that already beats me, but she needs to.”

      “Fuck. Fine. Yeah, that happened. It was the morning after the first time we were together. She . . . well, she wouldn’t hold still when I was trying to sketch her, so I tied her up.”

      “That’s messed up,” someone says.

      “No, that’s fucking hot,” someone else says.

      I watch Santos’ eyes follow the piece of paper around the room, his fists clenched against his thighs the entire time. I get the feeling I’ve worn out my welcome with him, so when the sketch starts making the rounds a second time, I stand and grab it.

      “I’m outta here. You guys have another bottle, but remember to wake up, all right?”

      I’ve just stepped out into the thick, cloying jungle air, and I’m about to stash the drawing back in my pocket when a large hand snatches it away.

      “What the hell?”

      “I’m retiring this piece,” Santos says, waving the sheet of paper at me before ripping it into tiny pieces and letting them flutter to the path beneath our feet.

      “I can’t believe you’re still hung up on her. That was from when you were what, eighteen?” I turn and start walking toward my tent. Santos remains at my side.

      “Seventeen. And I can’t believe you carried that drawing around for so long. You stole it from me the day we met.”

      I grin. “You remember the day we met?”

      His eyebrows shoot up. “Yeah, and that’s another thing I thought you knew. I have a photographic memory, just like Sinner said. I don’t forget things.”

      “That should’ve been in your file,” I say, then shut my mouth because it probably is in his file. But like an idiot, I skimmed it, assuming I knew the guy well enough that I didn’t need to read every word. Dad didn’t even mention it when he gave me the rundown on Santos’ connection with our target. I knew about Tasha Jennings, at least. You tend to remember when there’s fewer than a couple degrees of separation between you and a movie star.

      “That was really uncool, by the way,” Santos says, and my gut twinges.

      Fuck. Why does making him feel bad make me feel so awful?

      “It’s just a silly sketch,” I say, but I fucking know better.

      He grabs my arm and spins me in the middle of the path. “Jesus, Watts. I know you have to work to get respect, but when did you turn into such a fucking bully?”

      His words hit me like a slap to the face. I grit my teeth and glare at him. “I’m good at my goddamn job, Santos. The men respect me, and I don’t actually have to work that hard other than setting an example.” I glare at his hand on my arm and he releases me.

      “What fucking kind of example was that?”

      “Did I hurt your feelings? If so, you need to grow a goddamn thicker skin.”

      His eyes go wide, and for the first time, I’m worried I missed the mark in a bad way.

      “It isn’t about me, Watts. Believe it or not, Tasha’s someone I cared about—someone I still care about. I don’t give a fuck how you tear me down in front of other people; I can take it. What I can’t take is you using someone else to get to me.”

      That finally sinks into my thick skull, and I close my eyes, groaning. “Jesus. I’m fucking this up, aren’t I? I’m overcompensating because the one thing I don’t want is to have anyone think I’m showing favoritism.”

      “Is that what that was? Aren’t we allowed to be friends? I get how hard you must have worked to get where you are. You’re leading this entire team. I’m . . . in awe that you came this far, and I’m the last person in the world who’d want to see you screw up. You can trust me.”

      “Shit. I think I need to apologize to Whiteside.”

      He chuckles. “Maybe. But I think that’s all on Sinner.”

      “Will you forgive me for the assholery with your sketch?” I glance back at the scattered confetti on the path behind us and sigh. “Fuck, I loved that picture.”

      Marco lets out a snort and side-eyes me. “Well, it wasn’t meant for your enjoyment. I forgive you for snatching it back then. If you want, I can draw you another, but it won’t have Tasha’s face.”

      “Oh yeah? Whose face would it have?” I have a brief, irrational wish that he’ll draw me a picture of himself tied to a bed, but shake it off. “Never mind. I have my imagination. So, are you and Tasha still a thing after all these years?”

      “We were never a thing. She was my first, and you never forget your first, especially not when their jealous boyfriend beats you to a bloody pulp and threatens to ruin your life to the point that you enlist to get away from him.”

      “No shit.”

      “Yeah, he was a piece of work, but she stayed with him for a long time. At least until he released that sex tape. I haven’t talked to her, but last I heard, she finally dumped him. And to think he was once my best friend.

      “Good for her. Nobody needs that kind of bullshit in their life.” We reach my tent, and I nod toward the dimly lit interior. “Come on in. Maybe I can find a bottle of something to apologize properly with.”

      “That’s my favorite flavor of apology.”

      Inside, I snap on the battery lantern and collapse on my bunk, then lean over to the footlocker to pop it open. I extract my personal bottle of whiskey and gesture to the corner. Santos picks up two tin cups and holds them out. I splash liquor into each one and settle onto my bunk while he pulls over a trunk and sets his fine ass onto it.

      I take a deep swallow of whiskey and enjoy the heady fumes that linger in my nostrils while I extract my feet from the confines of my boots.

      “I’m gonna get a little naked here. Do you think you can handle it?”

      “Whatever you need to do, Watts. So, is your dad always so hands-off?”

      “The captain?” I say, undoing the button on my fatigues and pushing them down. I toss them onto the end of my bed and grab my sweatpants. “No, actually. He’s pretty involved. He just knows when and where to insert himself. Now that the whole team is finally here, he’ll probably be more visible. Are you worried?”

      “No, just trying to get a handle on how things work here. I kind of have a deeper stake in this than most, so I don’t want to step on any toes.”

      I pause with my sweatpants halfway up my thighs. “You mean your family’s connection to Arturo Flores?”

      I reach for my sweatshirt and begin to pull it over my head. He’s still talking, but his eyes are definitely watching me, like they can’t sit still. I slow my movements, hyper-aware of his observation. What does he see when he looks at me now? That same girl who was brazen enough to shower with a bunch of burly sailors while wearing a giant dildo? Or something else?

      The look in his eyes says something else.

      “Do you always look at girls like that?”

      He blanches and drops his gaze to his cup. “Like what?”

      “Like you’re about to eat them.”

      “No. Sorry. It’s been a long couple weeks. I’ll get out of your way.”

      He disappears, and I realize too late that I never got the answer to my question.
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      “Man, you okay?” Hearn asks when I bury my face in my pillow. “Watts can be intense, but tonight . . . wow. She was in rare form.”

      I lie there, trying to process the evening. My brain is still muddied by the remnants of the alcohol, but every detail feels fresh, particularly the smell of her once she began undressing in front of me.

      Christ, the girl has no modesty to speak of, but that’s nothing new. We’re accustomed to a complete lack of privacy and desensitized ourselves to it early on. I had an advantage growing up with two older brothers I had to share a room with, but training with a woman was a new experience.

      Watts made a point of disrobing in front of the guys on a regular basis at BUD/S so we’d all get used to the idea, and we did, especially after she insisted on showering with us while wearing a goddamn strap-on until we promised her we could deal with it. I’ve never thought of her as anything but one of us since before that, though. Besides, she doesn’t swing that way.

      But she’s still fucking beautiful, and wrapped up in a compact, yet powerful package, like something under extreme pressure that if you tweak it the right way, it’ll destroy half the hemisphere. Just like the bombs we used to disarm—dangerous works of art, some of them. Worthy of respect, and not just because they’d destroy you if you made the wrong move.

      She’s even tighter than I remember too, every inch of her five-foot frame bound in lean muscle, the kind of tone you get after years of constant work. It’s the only detail that betrays her age. Last time I saw her, she was regularly being mistaken for a teenage boy, thanks to having half her head shaved and being as petite as she is. But even then she could lay a man out twice her size if he wasn’t paying attention—and even if he was.

      “Yeah, intense is an understatement,” I say, then turn off the lamp and roll over, but it’ll be a long time before I’m able to sleep.
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      “Marco.”

      A hand travels over my chest, resting just above my hip and slipping down.

      “Marco,” someone whispers again. The hand teases across my naked groin and rests on my inner thigh.

      Hot breath gusts into my ear. “You want this, don’t you?”

      The throb between my thighs intensifies, and I jerk involuntarily when soft fingertips tease their way up my hard length.

      “Oh, Jesus, yes. Sadie . . .”

      I arch into her grip, groaning when she strokes me, her grip tentative at first, then demanding. Then the squeeze and pull that makes me gasp.

      “I want to make you come, Marco. I want you to come so hard inside me you never forget me.”

      Some small part of me knows I’m dreaming. It’s an odd bonus to my photographic memory, but I know when to sit back and enjoy it. Jesus, do I love dreams like this.

      “Santos,” her voice sounds deeper and more insistent, but I’m so close, so deliciously close to the end. Then a dull pain in my shoulder shatters the image and my eyes fly open.

      “Santos, you all right, man?”

      I blink blearily at my bunkmate’s shadowed face. I can just make out Hearn leaning against the pillow on the cot across the narrow tent.

      “What the hell?”

      “You were yelling and thrashing around. Sounded like one hell of a bad dream.”

      “Yeah, I guess.” A throb still lingers between my thighs, even more than the ache in my arm.

      I sit up and scrub my hands over my face, then check my watch. Shit, it’s my shower slot—like, now. I rally, dragging myself up, then grab my dopp kit and towel in the dark, slide my bare feet into my flip flops, and stumble through the tent flap into the night. Hearn grumbles an expletive and flops back down onto his creaky cot.

      The incessant cacophony of the jungle is deafening. Whatever nocturnal creatures we’re attempting to coexist with in this little corner of the world seem oblivious to our presence. I’m busy trying to distract myself, wondering what I’d do if a jaguar leaped out of the shadows, when I reach the shower shed. It’s as dark here as everywhere. I snagged the lantern on my way out of the tent, but haven’t lit it yet to preserve my night vision. The sound of rushing water hits my ears from a nearby river that provides constant white noise, so I don’t immediately register that one of the showers is running.

      When I step onto the platform and fumble for the pull string on the lamp, my world flips ass over teakettle and my back hits damp wood hard enough that I lose my breath. The unmistakable bite of a serrated blade rests against my Adam’s apple and a wet knee presses hard in the center of my chest. I can’t make out the features, but based on the size of the figure that just took me down, it can only be one person.

      “Christ, the monkeys here are aggressive.”

      Sadie lets out a snort as her weight disappears and the light comes on, blinding me and forcing me to clench my eyes shut.

      “You’re fucking lucky I didn’t slit your goddamn throat, Santos. What the hell?”

      “Hey, I didn’t know you were already here—I’d have announced myself. Why the fuck were you showering in the dark?” I glance at the enormous blade she holds, absently wondering if I should’ve brought my own.

      She presses her lips together and glares at me, but the expression does nothing to hide the fact that she’s completely naked aside from a few patches of soap suds. There isn’t even a giant purple dildo to poorly disguise her curves. I avert my eyes while I rise to my feet.

      “I’ll come back later. You get back to it.”

      Her shoulders drop and she shakes her head. “No. This is the slot I assigned you. There isn’t room in the schedule for you to swap. I just like the dark for modesty’s sake. You know, even though the rest of the guys are asleep.”

      “Modesty? You?” I cut my eyes to where she’s stepped back under the stream of water a few feet away. She seems to be in the middle of bathing, since she’s just now lathering up her hair. Finally I crank the knob for the other shower and move beneath the spray.

      “Fine, I guess I just feel safer in the dark.” She shoots me a sidelong look. “You showering with your shorts on?”

      “Yeah, I’m fine like this,” I say. But the truth is the waistband of my shorts is the only thing holding my raging hard-on in check. It’s like my dream somehow got going again after seeing her naked. Goddamn, why can’t the water be colder?

      She reaches over and yanks the knotted chain dangling from the light, bathing us in noisy darkness again.

      “That better?”

      It is, strangely. I relax, though my dick doesn’t quite get on board, but at least I can take off my shorts and wash properly.

      “You feel like talking about her?” she asks after a moment.

      I’m trying to decide which “her” she’s referring to and finally have to ask. “Who?”

      “Whoever’s got you so . . . tense. ‘Cause I know it isn’t me.”

      Tense is an understatement, but there’s no way in hell I’ll confess that she is the one under my skin—sexy dream plus naked girl, and my dumb brain has short circuited. To hell with the reminder of Tasha and feeling sorry for myself for having to leave California yet again, buried in uncertainty about when, if ever, I’ll get to go back and make sure my family is okay. I didn’t really want to leave the first time, but my former best friend Zane was making my life hell . . .

      Actually, scratch that. My guilt was what did me in. Though Zane’s threats didn’t help. I stopped blaming Tasha years ago. She tried her best to help preserve our friendship but her efforts weren’t enough. Maybe some men can handle the poly thing, but Zane and I aren’t like that.

      At least Watts is willing to fill the silence. “I get it, you know,” she says. “I left a girl behind too. Seems like I’m always leaving her behind, but she forgives me every time. Though it’s been a few years, so this time she might have finally moved on.”

      “Katrina?”

      “You remember.”

      “It didn’t sound serious, the way you talked about her last night.”

      “Yeah, well . . . what we have is complicated. She was my first.”

      “How old were you?”

      “Seventeen. She was twenty-two. And Jesus, did she open my eyes that first time. I’d fooled around with guys before, but the things she could do with her tongue . . .”

      “Watts, if you don’t mind, I’d rather not . . .”

      “Right, sorry. I’m pretty bad at self-censoring. But if you love someone, don’t you want to share with the world how amazing they are?”

      “Not really. I’d rather keep them to myself. Completely.”

      “Oh? So explain why there were naked pictures of your girl making the circuit around the squad when we met.”

      “First, she wasn’t my girl. And second, you were the reason that shit got passed around, unless you’ve forgotten. The only reason I didn’t stop it was because I was angry at her. I had a whole lot of soul searching to do that first year in EOD, and it wasn’t until those sketches I made were already spreading like wildfire that I figured out how I felt. Why I was so goddamn pissed.”

      “She’s a fucking movie star. Having a taste of someone like her and not being able to keep her would probably piss me off too.”

      “She was more than that to me.”

      “How’d you meet?”

      “She dated my best friend in high school. He was a rich kid whose dad was in the movie business. I guess they hooked up through their parents. Tasha was a child star before she made it big.”

      Sadie guffaws. “Oh my god. You banged your best friend’s girl?”

      “I’m not proud of it. But I guess you could say she rescued me. My older brothers had both enlisted, so they were gone, which left me to be my dad’s punching bag for the next two years until I could enlist too. One day Dad was in rare form, going off about some bullshit or other, and pummeled me bloody. I ran to Zane’s to regroup—he hid a key for his parents’ guest house and let me crash there sometimes. He wasn’t home, but Tasha showed up while I was there. She patched me up, and one thing led to another.”

      “That’s a spin on rescuing I haven’t heard before. When did your buddy find out?”

      “Not for a few weeks. We knew when he’d be away and would meet at his guest house. Tasha had this crazy idea that if she came clean with him, we could try a poly thing, or even a threesome. Surely he and I were close enough friends to share her, right?” I glance at her and she gives a “sounds plausible” shrug. “I told her it was a bad idea, so I thought she dropped it. But she told him anyway . . . showed him the drawings I’d done of her as proof. Needless to say, he wasn’t thrilled. We stopped being friends that day.”

      “It’s a shame. She made a great model. And I’m honestly surprised you didn’t go into business with your brother or something. He’s a tattoo artist, right?”

      I frown and glance toward her through the shadows. “I never told you that. He was still serving the last time I saw you.”

      “It’s in your file. You have two brothers who are tattoo artists, in fact.”

      “Why are my brothers’ professions relevant to me or the mission?”

      “Everything’s relevant, Santos. Especially that epic work of art you have on your back.”

      She yanks the chain under the light, bathing us in illumination again and points. I don’t think about the tattoo Mad gave me, mostly because I can’t actually see it without a mirror. But for the past three years, every time I’ve had time to go back to LA, I’ve had him add to it. This last visit was the first time I got Sam to put his mark on me too.

      My brothers and I are all huge Guns ’N’ Roses fans, so my back is an homage to all our favorite songs from the band. Maddox and I brainstormed it while drunk one night, and he started showing me sketches the next day. The latest addition filled out the jungle background a bit more to represent my current mission, as well as one of their most popular singles. But it isn’t my back tattoo I’m worried about now; I have a separate tattoo that I almost forgot about adorning my left bicep, one I know she’ll react to differently.

      “That’s a badass tattoo, but you don’t want it to wind up on Amador’s wall,” she says, reminding me of the most gruesome piece of intel we have on the man. He evidently has a collection of art made up of tattoos he’s taken, skin and all, from men who have crossed him.

      I turn my head to look at her, waiting for her to see the new one. Her gaze coasts over my upper arm, and her eyes widen as an astonished grin spreads across her face.

      “No fucking way. You got Rocket? Shit, Santos, I had no idea you felt that way!” She gives me a cocky smile as she closes in and reaches for my arm. I hold it out for her to inspect, and it’s all I can do to keep my stupid dick under control. In the stark illumination from the single bulb, all her toned curves are accented, from her small, firm breasts all the way down. She is flawless, without even a tattoo in sight, though I spy a handful of scars on her arms and legs. The only marks on her torso are a pair of small scars on either side of her lower abdomen.

      “You like it?” I say, forcing my attention back to her face.

      “Was this because of me?” she asks, her big, dark eyes even prettier with wet lashes.

      “You’re kind of my spirit animal, Watts. You made an impression. Though if I’d known you’d be my CO on this op, I might’ve put it in a less conspicuous spot.”

      She lifts one eyebrow and eyes me up and down. “Yeah, I’d have seen it no matter where you got it.” She returns to her side of the showers, still grinning like a fool.

      “You should get Sinner to show you his too. We both got them.”

      A delighted laugh escapes her as she turns off the water and grabs her towel, practically bouncing as she dries off. “You two are still my guys, aren’t you? That’s probably the most precious thing I’ve heard in ages. Thank you.”
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      Our first full day is spent training and assigning gear, followed by a long debriefing where I’m asked to share all the intel I have on our target. I kept the thumb drive Mason gave me, so it’s a matter of plugging it into a laptop attached to a projector and running through every last file with the team so we can collectively decide where there are weak spots. What’s missing is a layout of Amador’s compound, so we have our work cut out for us bridging that gap.

      My sleep that night is dreamless and heavy after a hard day’s work, and I head to the showers again in the pre-dawn darkness. This time I whistle softly as I walk the path so Sadie doesn’t attack me when I get there. I’m a couple yards away when the light comes on, and she greets me with a smile and nothing else before stepping back under her shower to start lathering up her hair.

      I take a deep breath and brace myself, deliberately focusing on organizing my kit and setting out each of my toiletry items before I remove my shorts and turn on the water.

      Yesterday’s conversation comes to mind, along with a question that popped into my head that I never got a chance to ask. I turn and coast my eyes down her body, confirming what I’d noticed the day before.

      “You don’t have any tattoos. Why not?”

      She shrugs, tilting her face up into the spray, then reaching for her soapy wash cloth. “I used to love my skin before. I was proud of the fact that I didn’t have a mark, not even any scars to speak of for the longest time. Dad used to joke that I’d sprung from thin air just for him, from a wish for a perfect daughter. Like he’s Zeus and I’m Athena or something. He denies he ever wished for a son.”

      “You’ve got a belly button, though. So that means you’ve got a mother. And I see a few scars.”

      I can’t help but dart a glance at the tiny divot in her ripped midsection, just a hand’s breadth above the perfectly trimmed triangle between her thighs—high and tight, just like she said. She used to keep her hair that way too, but it’s longer now, the wet ends brushing her shoulders.

      Just enough of the dawn is beginning to filter through the dense canopy overhead, enhancing the shape of her rinsing off. She’s nothing like the other women I’m normally attracted to. But that somehow makes her even more intriguing.

      “Had. Past-tense.” She glances down at her navel, then touches the two small lines on either side. I wasn’t referring to those specifically, but I can’t deny I’m curious. “These babies are just so I don’t pass on whatever fucked up genes my mother gave me. It’s not a topic I talk about.”

      The strain in her voice makes me regret pointing it out. “Fair enough.”

      She’s silent for a moment, then turns to face me directly. I’m scrubbing my balls with a washcloth and pause with my hand over my junk. She has that look, like she hates me a little bit for being reasonable—for dropping the subject she clearly didn’t want to talk about.

      “Fuck you, Santos,” she mutters.

      I raise my eyebrows at her. “Sadie, I’m not going to force you to talk about something painful. But if there’s something you need to get off your chest, just say it.”

      She takes a deep breath. “She’s why I washed out of BUD/S, okay?”

      “Okay,” I say, frowning. “First, you didn’t wash out. None of us believed you left because you couldn’t cut it. We were all rooting for you, you know. And if it was a family thing that made you leave, I’m sorry.”

      She stands rigid, fists clenched, jaw twitching. She’s strung so fucking tight, I’m afraid she’s about to snap. She lifts her eyes to the ceiling and exhales a slow, shaky breath.

      “She killed herself,” she says.

      I go still, waiting for her to elaborate. There’s no sound but the stream of the shower and the white noise of the jungle around us. Despite her earlier insistence that she doesn’t talk about this, she evidently really needs to. I’m debating whether to tell her she doesn’t have to dredge up all that shit, but after a beat, she continues.

      “When I was a baby, she had post-partum depression, like, really bad. Like . . . tried-to-drown-her-own-daughter-in-the-bathtub bad. Dad bundled her off to an institution after that, and I went to live with my aunt and uncle while he was deployed.

      “I don’t even remember the event, but it stuck with me in other ways. I was afraid of the water until I was twelve. Until I finally understood what a badass Dad was and decided I wanted to be like him. I was so sick of feeling weak and small. But I loved my mom. We’d go visit her whenever Dad was on leave. Despite knowing what she’d done, I still loved her. I didn’t understand for so long how someone so beautiful, so gentle, could have done what she did. She was just . . . sick.

      “But she’s the reason I didn’t stick with it. Dad almost didn’t tell me what was happening that summer—that she’d attempted to end her own life a couple times already. He didn’t want to distract me from finishing. From achieving the one fucking thing I’d always wanted in my life. I didn’t find out until my aunt let it slip that Dad was home and why. Then it happened. She finally did it. And I couldn’t . . . I couldn’t stay after that.”

      It’s light enough now that the redness in her eyes is visible, though her tears mix in with the water from the shower.

      “Watts . . . I had no idea . . . You know you could’ve talked to me about it.”

      “Well, now you know. Please don’t tell anyone else. I just needed to tell someone  . . . someone I trust.”

      She sniffs and wipes her nose, then turns away, bracing her hands on the wet wood wall and tilting her head down so the shower hits her nape. I regard her for a moment, heart aching for what she must have gone through back then, and what she’s gone through since, because there’s no doubt in my mind she came back at the training ten times harder after the fact. The marks on her body show that she’s been through some shit, and half of them look more like actual combat scars rather than the kinds of wounds you get during training—or surgical scars.

      I silently curse at myself. Normally I’m the guy who knows all the right things to say, but in this situation, I’m at a loss. Maybe if we weren’t stark naked, I’d be more eloquent.

      I give up and crank the water off, then reach for my towel. Before I can rest a hand on the white terrycloth, Watts darts in front of me, clamps her fingers around my wrist, and yanks it back. Her wet body slides against mine, her other hand wrapped around the hilt of the knife she held at my throat when I arrived yesterday morning.

      I’m confused as hell for a second until I see what she sees—an enormous snake is draped over the top of the half-wall beside me, headed my way. With a swift flick of her wrist, Sadie impales its fist-sized head with a gruesome crunch. The heavy blade sinks into the wooden shelf, pinning the snake’s skull to the soft folds of my towel, its body writhing along the ledge it traveled to get to me until finally it falls limp.

      “Anaconda,” she says, glancing sideways at me, but not relaxing her grip on my wrist. Her hip rests snugly against my groin, and there’s no way in hell I can hide my very obvious reaction to the press of her warm, wet skin against mine. We technically just showered together naked too, so screw modesty.

      My mouth twitches. “If you say so.”

      “Oh Jesus. Jesus.” She vaults away from me and snatches her own towel, wrapping it tightly around her while she glares at me. “I saved your fucking life, and you have the nerve!”

      “I had nothing to do with it, sweetheart. You rubbed your pretty ass on it. Thing’s got a mind of its own.” And fuck if I haven’t just given up trying to control it around her.

      “I stabbed the wrong goddamn snake, I guess.”

      I don my wet shorts again, leaving the dead snake with her knife impaling its skull to my towel, which will obviously need to be replaced.

      Garcia’s the next soldier into the shower, and we pass on the path in silence.

      “Holy fuck, there’s a dead anaconda. Santos, what the fuck?”

      “Gotta watch out for rogue snakes in the showers, man. You never know what might sneak up on you.”
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      “As of your arrival here, your old identities are on ice. You are all ghosts until this op has been determined successful. If that isn’t the case, your instructions are in the packet you hold in your hands.”

      Sadie pauses long enough for us to pick up the manila envelopes we each hold and pull out the thin stack of paper within.

      The emotionally wrought woman in the shower this morning has gone AWOL. All that’s left behind is the naked jungle ninja who impaled a giant snake. I’m still struggling to reconcile the two, but I’m kind of enthralled by them both.

      “What constitutes success means no loose ends at the conclusion of the mission. If you have the slightest inkling that you may have been exposed, go to ground at the location specified, where you will find new identities and a list of possible safe havens to flee to. If this happens, under no circumstance should you return to your old lives unless you’ve been given the all-clear to do so.”

      The briefing is no more than a formality, but this part is new to me. On SEAL Team missions, we never needed cover identities. They were surgically planned and executed infiltrations, not unlike this, but always one and done. That’s where this mission is different.

      Our target, Vicente Amador, has such a strong presence in the region surrounding Cancún that traipsing in as a military unit will only raise suspicion and put him on the defensive before we can get to him. We’d be too obvious, forcing him to close ranks, and cutting off any avenue we’d have inside to neutralize his forces.

      The plan to get in is already in motion. We’re employing a Trojan Horse strategy that involves mostly undercover work. One small team will gain his personal trust while the rest spread out, entering the regional boundaries closest to Amador’s compound and infiltrating his militia as mercenaries. Most of us are joining Amador’s militia, befriending his soldiers, becoming one of them until the time comes to take them all out. We aren’t overwhelming him with power, but with skill and subterfuge, with the goal of hamstringing his forces so well he’s left swinging in the breeze when the inside team finally does their damage, opening the door for the authorities to swoop in and take over.

      It helps that Amador is actively recruiting, which is in no small part due to the fact that his former lieutenant, Gustavo Delgado, recently departed to run his own cartel, taking half of Amador’s men with him.

      We’re attempting to infiltrate the man’s organization in the middle of a war that’s already turned bloody. Because not only did Delgado leave Amador hanging, it’s also become common knowledge that Delgado was the man who murdered Amador’s lover more than twenty years ago. Not only does he need men to carry out his vendetta against the murderer, he also needs capital, which is what we’re hoping to entice him with.

      It’s an elaborate mission that is by no means going to be carried out quickly. Seeing the scope of it, I realize that we’re here for the long haul—at least some of us. A few of the earliest arrivals have already been brought up to speed and sent off to find one of Amador’s many militia outposts to join. Others trickle out over the next few weeks as solos or pairs. It turns out the team is larger than I thought, but there’s never been more than a dozen in camp at any given time.

      The rest of us keep training each day, acclimating ourselves to the unfamiliar jungle. The temperate climate makes most of it a breeze, aside from learning about a multitude of venomous critters that might not be thrilled to have a bunch of mercenaries tromping around their native habitats. It turns out the anaconda Watts impaled in the shower that first morning after my arrival was the least worrisome creature that could’ve slithered in. Snakes that big aren’t even common in Belize so I feel a little guilty that she had to stab the thing to death on my account.

      Aside from that tearful morning in the shower, Watts never shows an ounce of emotion during the subsequent weeks. I’m aching for another connection, but she doesn’t give me a single opening, despite us spending several more early mornings bathing in the same space. Gone are the old insults too, which I actually start to miss, even if my respect for her grows tenfold for the way she embodies everything I’d expect to see in a capable leader.

      The only thing that gives me hope is that with the gradual thinning of our ranks as more men head off to their assignments, the shower schedule has opened up. Yet neither of us make any overtures toward changing our routine.

      “It’s just me,” I announce on my way up the steps one morning.

      “I thought so. It was too fucking hot last night. I wish like hell the water were colder.”

      I drop my shorts and stash them along with my towel on the same shelf the anaconda died on, then turn on the water and step beneath it, enjoying the refreshing cool of spray over my heated skin. But Watts is right; the tepid water is nice at first, but soon enough stops doing its job of cooling, even at its coldest setting.

      After dousing my face, I turn to her. Though she’s in shadow, I can make out the shape of her arms stretched wide and resting on the ledge of the low wood wall behind her, the high-mounted shower head angled down.

      “Lucky you get the blast from above. I have to duck to get it on my head,” I say, glancing over my shoulder at the direction of the stream that will never make it higher than my neck.

      “You could go swimming in the river.”

      “Yeah, fuck that. I’m just happy to have a shower.”

      “A cool bath would be nice. I’ve never been a bath kinda girl, but just lying there in it would be amazing. Once this mission’s done, I think I’m switching to baths.”

      One thing that’s changed is that our showers last longer, now that no one’s claimed the slots immediately after ours. Hearn shifted to mornings, claiming he wanted to give the captain his space, but his new slot isn’t for another two hours.

      “I can’t picture you in a bathtub. Katrina maybe. But definitely not you.”

      “That’s because Kat embodies the kind of sensual elegance you’d expect of a woman who lounges in a clawfoot tub filled with lavender-infused water. She actually owns one, you know. I’ve shared it with her.” Her gaze grows distant, wistful, and she sighs and turns, sticking her head beneath the spray.

      I swallow, still not quite used to these mini-glimpses I get of her life. Despite being naked, she keeps a tight cover on her emotions, only allowing the tiniest peek at what’s beneath. I almost wish for her to bare herself to me again the way she did that first week, but I also couldn’t bear to see her hurt that much.

      “I’m trying to channel her for our part of the mission. I need to be a woman who acts like her, but who looks like me. Evidently, I look close enough to what Amador is attracted to that it made sense for me to take on this role. Do you think I can pass for a Colombian cartel princess?”

      She cocks a hip and flips her wet hair over one shoulder. The dark strands are about an inch longer than they were when I arrived. She keeps her hair pinned up under a cap most of the time just like she did during BUD/S, determined to look as much like one of the guys as possible.

      My heart stutters just like it always does when my dumb brain chooses to see the woman more than the fellow sailor.

      “Do the accent again,” I say, turning away and willing my arousal back in check, which is a habit for me now. When she starts reciting what sounds like the mantra of a rich South American socialite in a nearly perfect Colombian accent, it’s all I can do not to stare at her. Her voice has always been on the husky side, but she’s never had a trace of an accent. The relatives who took her in after her mother was committed were a military family too, so she spent her formative years on bases, which means she can blend in almost anywhere. But you’d have to be blind not to see she has Hispanic ancestry.

      I turn and stare and she trails off, grinning. “What? You didn’t know I could speak Spanish, did you?”

      “You’re like a fucking chameleon. I guess I should have known, but it’s really goddamn impressive.”

      “What you didn’t know is that when I’m not busting my ass training with you jackholes, I’m sitting in front of a screen with an acting coach. I need to be ready to face the fucker when we finally get to our part of the mission.”

      She tosses me a quick glance, then averts her eyes, but her avoidance is telling. I’m tempted to poke fun at her, but don’t, because I’d only draw attention to my own preoccupation with the plan.

      Watts, Hearn, and I are the Omega team on this mission. We’re the ones slated to position ourselves on the inside, which is both less dangerous and infinitely more so, because we don’t have any wiggle room when it comes to winning Amador over. This is also why it’s so crucial we get a layout of his compound so we aren’t going in blind.

      Jake and I have it easier than Sadie, though. We’re just pretending to be hired muscle for the Colombian drug princess, who’s got some valuable infrastructure we’re hoping to dangle in front of Amador to entice an invitation to his compound out of him.

      So far, she only exists as a digital avatar. Ana María Blanco has been interacting with several of the world’s drug kingpins via the dark web for a few months now, ever since Amador put out feelers throughout the community, seeking alternatives to move illicit goods between Cancún and any other ports where he has a foothold.

      The plan is to position Ms. Blanco as the woman with the item he wants before he knows he wants it, but in as circumspect a way as possible to avoid suspicion. We secured a state-of-the-art personal submarine, which is the kind of equipment drug lords will kill for. Though if we play our cards right, it won’t come to that.

      We aren’t sailing the actual submarine to Cancún, though. At the end of the week, we’ll be flying to Colombia, where we’ll pick up a yacht loaned to us by a certain Greek shipping magnate known to have ties to organized crime.

      Drake Stavros didn’t volunteer to help until after he started dating my sister, though he was already doing business with Arturo Flores and had been for quite a while. The yacht he’s sending will come pre-packed with the submarine in its hold. All we have to do is sail to the Cayman Islands, where Ana María is slated to be shopping for buyers. It’s close enough to Cancún that there’s a high probability of Amador coming in person to inspect the goods, during which we can make a deal with him, and Ana can work her magic to convince him to invite her for a visit.

      At least that’s the plan, which I hope to hell goes smoothly despite the tension in my gut telling me it’s likely to be a complicated trip, and who knows what we’ll find when we arrive, now that Amador is waging war against Delgado?

      I can’t let my feelings get in the way of carrying out my orders, though.

      “You’re going to nail it,” I say, painfully aware that half my apprehension about this mission is knowing the reason the powers-that-be chose to give her this role. She’s the honey trap, which means at least half the goal is enticing a brutal killer to want to fuck her.

      She lets out a slow sigh and smiles. “I’m glad you’ll be with me for the ride.”

      I stare at her in the growing dawn, her slight figure gaining proportion and definition with each second. She runs her hands through her hair, the dark strands contrasting harshly with the gray light. Her eyes are wide and earnest, like she’s desperate not to feel alone in this, and it hits me how very lonely her life must have been all these years, having only her father as a confidant.

      We rarely look at each other during these early morning showers—out of a sense of modesty, mostly, but all that registers in this moment is the look in her eyes. The determination, the strength, and above all, the sheer conviction that she knows what the fuck she’s doing in spite of the moments of vulnerability she shares while we talk.

      “I wouldn’t have it any other way, Rocket.”
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      I could cut the tension with a knife in the days that follow. With fewer men on hand to carry out patrols near the Mexico border, the captain takes on several himself. We’re stretched thin, all of us ready for the mission to be fully underway while ensuring our camp isn’t discovered by any wayward members of Amador’s militia. Belize doesn’t want the man’s organization operating within their borders any more than the US wants him up north, which is part of the reason the local government agreed to let us set up our base where we did.

      I’m too busy with my transformation into Ana María Blanco to help. I can’t risk getting more scars than I already have. The persona I’ve cultivated so far is of a woman who abhors working with her hands, and it takes time to get rid of calluses. To say it’s an adjustment is an understatement, but Marco’s right; I’m a chameleon. Most people see only what I want them to see, and I’ve been good at wearing masks all my life. They’ve become a kind of armor for me that I feel safer hiding behind.

      Marco may not realize it, but he’s one of three people in my life who have ever seen me raw and undisguised. I don’t like thinking about why I chose to tell him the truth about Mom, but it’s done now. Perhaps because after alienating Kat, I needed someone to help shoulder that burden, and there’s no one else in the world I trust as much as him. Not even my own father, the man who chose to lie to me about Mom’s condition until it was too late for me to try to help.

      If I had only been there . . . I know in my gut that even a fucking phone call could have stopped her.

      It’s the last thing I need to think about now as I stare at the screens in our ops trailer. This is the only building in camp with air conditioning, so it’s not a bad place to be trapped for an evening. Except for the fact that I’m not out there on patrol with the others. I’m watching through the drone camera and communicating via coms while they work their way through the jungle toward one of Amador’s outposts.

      We’ve nailed down a pattern of movement among Amador’s men close to the Mexico border. It’s impossible to tell whether they’re planning something. The intel we have suggests they’re trying to move goods through Belize, since it’s only slightly less work than bringing them through Guatemala. This is why the arrangement my alter ego has with Amador is so crucial—he needs a way to move his drugs undetected, and he needs it even more since Delgado betrayed him and gutted half his business in the process. Trafficking by land through Mexico got a lot harder for him.

      We’re short on intel about his compound, though, so with any luck, we can capture someone who knows the layout. Saint Marco himself is the strongest lead we’ve had in months, but even the secrets locked inside his head aren’t enough. But they did lead us to a few names, and after a handful of drone sweeps over the border outposts, we’ve identified one of Amador’s lieutenants, who can actually provide us with the details we need. We just need to grab him and bring him back to camp to interrogate.

      The captain leads the current team, which includes Santos, Hearn, and Martinez, our one Belize native who’s familiar with the landscape and the politics of the region, along with Whiteside and Garcia, who will be holding down camp once the rest of us have departed to complete the mission. No one’s supposed to return here if anything goes wrong, but they’ll keep watch via satellite and drone and report any issues in case we need assistance.

      Nothing’s happening on the screen right now, but I keep my eyes fixed on it anyway. The thermal sensors on the drone show the bright glow of six warm bodies slowly working their way toward the outpost. Two break off to scout the perimeter.

      “Closing in. You’re clear for about a hundred yards,” I report into the headset.

      I try not to pick my nails while I wait because I really don’t want to have to wear artificial ones, but a girl might have to make sacrifices to stay sane. Normally I’d be out there having the captain’s back. Once my training was complete, we went on dozens of missions together, some in active war zones, and discovered we make a pretty great team. The two of us worked well in places a larger team would have trouble infiltrating. I wasn’t thrilled that I never earned my trident with the rest of my class, but being a team of two with my dad has been more rewarding in a lot of ways.

      “Target spotted, one o’clock,” reports the captain. “He’s alone. Looks like he’s bunking down for the night.”

      “Confirmed,” I say, watching the target move, then appear to lie prone. “But he has friends not far off. Be careful.”

      The drone shows an aerial view of the outpost, which is an old farmhouse on stilts, like many of the structures in this coastal country. A handful of outbuildings are scattered around the area. There’s not much cover for them, but it’s nighttime in the middle of nowhere and they’re a bunch of stealthy motherfuckers, so I’m not worried.

      The lead figure moves along a fence toward the rear of the house, then pauses. Coms are quiet, but the jungle sounds filter in, and I can almost feel myself standing with the team. Dad tosses a grappling hook to the roof to climb into a window. He ascends while the other three men stay behind.

      The two scouts keep moving, and I shift my attention to them for a moment. One is closing in on another figure, his glow on the monitor creeping up until he’s on the guy. For a split-second, their glowing thermal images merge, move backward, then part again, the enemy’s body lying still.

      “Nice takedown.”

      “Thanks, Rocket,” Santos murmurs, and damn if my insides don’t quiver just a little. It’s like he just whispered something sexy right in my ear.

      I force my focus back to Dad, who’s in the room with the guy now, crouching close at the head of the small bed. He works fast and silent, injecting the target with a syringe full of sedative that’ll keep him unconscious long enough to get him out of there without a fight. It’ll be a slow trek at first, though, since he’ll be dead weight.

      Dad’s movements speed up as he attaches a harness to the body to lower him out the window. I hear a few soft grunts of exertion, my eyes glued to the screen. A cell phone rings, and Dad lets out a curse. That’s when I see the vehicle approach from the edge of the screen, stopping just outside the building. Six figures jump out and run up the steps.

      “You’ve got company. Hurry up. Half a dozen coming up your ass.”

      “Fucking hell, where did they come from?” Dad says.

      “No idea. Maybe you tripped an alarm we didn’t know about.”

      Dad’s glowing silhouette is standing at the window, still carefully lowering our target to the ground. The new arrivals are at the door now, the knocking audible through his earpiece.

      “I see the goddamn sensor on the sash. Fuck me. You boys get the target back to camp. I’ll run interference with these assholes.”

      “We’re not leaving you behind,” Santos says.

      “Do what the captain ordered you to do,” I snap. “Another truckload of hostiles are inbound.”

      “Sir . . .”

      “Son, we need that man’s intel more than you need me right now. I’ll be okay.”

      “Not if they fucking kill you,” Santos says, voicing the worry I have to force myself to swallow.

      “Rocket, you know what to do,” Dad says. Then he touches his ear and flicks his earbud away, followed by a soft thump as it lands in some dark corner. I wince at the loss of a connection with him, but he’s safer if they don’t catch him with it.

      The group of men on the ground below the window move as one, an inert body supported between the other five as they sprint for cover.

      The next thing I hear is a smash, then shouts. Dad drops to his knees, arms behind his head, and is immediately overrun by the new arrivals. I brace myself, waiting for gunshots, and I’m grateful when they don’t execute him on the spot.

      It’s all I can do not to keep the drone hovering over him. The rest of the team needs my eyes, so I pull away to follow them.

      “We good, Rocket?” comes Santos’ breathless query.

      I scan the area around the farmhouse, then the sugar cane field between the structure and the jungle beyond. A few figures are scattered around, searching in all the wrong directions.

      “You’re clear. They’re clueless. Get your asses back to camp.” I follow them with the drone but it’s all I can do not to turn the thing the other way and keep it glued to my dad. It isn’t until they make it well clear of the perimeter that I realize I’ve completely bitten the nails of my free hand down to the nailbeds.
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      No one says a word as we haul our captive back to the Humvee we left parked about a mile away, through a swath of forest. Whiteside takes the wheel with Garcia riding shotgun. Hearn, Martinez, and I watch our new friend who’s laid out on the floor between us, still dead to the world.

      I’m fucking sick about leaving the captain behind, even though I know it was the right call. We don’t need Amador catching wind that there’s a rogue group of mercenaries not attached to Delgado’s cartel coming after him. If he finds out, he’ll start to put the pieces together that something else is going on, and the op will be over. I trust Captain Watts to know how to play things as a hostage. If it were me, that would mean simply not talking unless it’s to misdirect.

      “They won’t kill him,” Martinez says, as if trying to convince himself of the idea.

      “Not if they think he knows anything,” I say. “We’ll get him back when we go in.”

      “Hope he can hold out that long,” Hearn says.

      I don’t say it, but it isn’t the captain I’m worried about.

      Sadie reports in once more that we weren’t followed before going silent. I stare down at the face of the man we took, wishing I hadn’t been sworn to secrecy about his identity long before I set foot in Belize. No one knows his significance except for my family and his, so I’ll defer to how he wants to handle things once he comes to.

      Only a few minutes later, he begins to stir, blinking blearily at first, then closing his eyes again. I’m onto him, though. His previously slack body has tensed just enough that it’s clear he’s no longer unconscious. His hands flex against the zip tie binding his wrists, and his jaw twitches behind the tape covering his mouth. Then he opens his eyes again and carefully scans the interior of the Humvee without turning his head.

      His gaze lands on me, and I incline my head slightly. I have no idea how to convey that we’re on the same side without giving him away, but he’ll come to his own conclusions once we get back to camp.

      It’s not that far, but the roads here don’t offer a direct route, which is better for us anyway. It takes an hour before we pull in and Whiteside kills the engine. We’ve barely stopped when the tailgate opens and Sadie stands back for us to haul the man known as Cal Logan to his feet.

      He remains quiet and doesn’t fight as she leads us to the command center. The front room has been cleared of all but one of the handful of folding chairs that once lined the walls, and we settle our captive down on it. Garcia produces several fresh zip ties and proceeds to bind him to the chair, then steps back for Sadie to rip the tape off his face.

      “You guys are a talkative bunch,” Cal quips. “Anyone want to clue me in on where the fuck I am and why I’m here?”

      “Doesn’t fucking matter,” Sadie says, planting herself in front of him, arms crossed. She’s livid, a five-foot pressure cooker about to explode. “All that matters is the man you work for. We need everything you know about Amador and his compound.”

      He smirks and darts a glance at me, eyes narrowing as he tilts his head to one side. Then his gaze slides back to Sadie and he sizes her up. “Why would I share anything like that?”

      It’s terrifying how fast she’s on him, same as when she vaulted herself at the snake in the shower my first morning here. She leaps on top of him, yanks his head back by his hair, and presses her knife to his throat.

      “You’ll tell me every fucking detail until I decide I’ve heard enough, or I’ll slit your goddamn throat.”

      His Adam’s apple bobs as he swallows, his eyes flicking around like a terrified animal’s. They land on me again and seem to beg. Knowing he’s actually on our side, I really ought to come to his rescue, but it’s not my decision whether to reveal the identity of the DEA agent who’s been concealed inside Amador’s organization for the better part of a decade. Chris Longo wasn’t part of our briefing packet, so as far as the US Government knows, he’s still dead. He may want to keep it that way.

      “You may want to start talking,” I suggest. “Because the man we left behind is her dad.”

      His gaze shifts to her and he blinks. “I see. Let me guess—he was the dummy who decided to break into my bedroom in the middle of the night without checking for alarms. I take it he’s also the reason I have this monster of a headache. What’d he dose me with, horse tranqs?”

      “Where did they take him?” Sadie snaps, digging her blade into his neck hard enough that a small trickle of red seeps out from beneath the steel.

      He winces and gives a slight nod. “Where your daddy is isn’t what’s key here, short stack. I’ll talk, but you might want to put on some coffee and get breakfast going. This is going to be a long story.”
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      It takes Longo a couple hours to get through his explanation, over the course of which Sadie gets more and more agitated, and eventually outright manic. I suspect her fatigue is the root of it, so I step in, resting a hand on her shoulder to stop her pacing when the light outside announces dawn’s arrival.

      “Let’s give it a rest for a few hours. Let everyone take a breather. The captain’s in no imminent danger, from the sound of things, and we still have time to regroup.”

      The entire team, or what remains of us, is holed up inside the trailer, and it’s getting pretty rank.

      “Thank fuck,” Garcia mutters.

      Hearn stretches and stands, pulling out a multitool and crouching down to snip Longo’s bindings.

      “Don’t you dare cut him loose!”

      Hearn freezes and stares at her. “He’s on our side. You heard his story. Why the hell do we need to keep him zip tied to a fucking chair?”

      To his credit, Longo never once complained. He still seems pretty wary of the petite, but obviously highly strung woman who’s spent the last four hours conducting what might be the most thorough interrogation I’ve ever witnessed. He didn’t even ask for water, though Hearn disappeared shortly after it started, returning a few minutes later with a full canteen that he personally fed Longo from every twenty minutes or so.

      I give her shoulder a squeeze. “You can let him go. The rest of us will keep an eye on him.”

      Longo nods. “I’m not going anywhere. I know how valuable I am. I’m just as valuable to Amador, though. In fact, what you should do is use me. Trade me for the captain. Amador will agree to it in a heartbeat.”

      Sadie clenches her jaw and looks like she’s about to object, but the fast blinking she does then is a dead giveaway that she’s toast.

      “You don’t have to decide now,” I tell her. “Come on, Rocket. Let’s take a beat, get some grub, get a shower and a nap, and talk about it later.”

      She finally relaxes and looks at me, her eyes bloodshot. “If he dies . . .” she says at almost a whisper. What she leaves unsaid makes my insides twist.

      “I know,” I say in a low voice. “But we’ll do him no good if we’re too exhausted to follow through with the op.”

      “We’ll take care of Longo. You two go crash,” Hearn says, proceeding to clip Longo’s zip ties.

      Longo gives Sadie a slow nod. “Trust me, you guys nabbing me was the out I was looking for. And if you decide not to trade me for your dad, I won’t complain. I’ve been Cal Logan too long as it is. I’m ready to get my life back.”

      Sadie glances down at her watch and nods. “Everyone meet in the mess at sixteen hundred. Get some rest until then. You . . .” She points at Longo. “You screw us over, I’ll hunt you to the ends of the Earth.”

      “I believe you,” he chuckles.

      “Let’s go.” I squeeze her shoulder and urge her toward the door. Thankfully she relents, pivoting on her heel and pushing out into a morning serenade of jungle music.

      I remain by her side to make sure she doesn’t keel over from exhaustion. She heads to the mess tent—which is usually self-serve, since our main cook is pulling double-duty with ops assignments—but we find Garcia already set up and cooking a full breakfast. The food smells amazing, and he serves us eggs, toast, and bacon without a word. He looks as wiped out as I feel, but I thank him and dig in.

      Sadie’s only halfway through hers when I finish, so I refill my coffee and wait.

      “You don’t have to babysit me, you know. I’m a big girl.”

      “I’m not . . .” I sigh. “Fuck, fine. I’m worried about you, that’s all.”

      “I’ll be fine, so long as Longo’s intel pays off. If we don’t find the captain where he says he’ll be . . .”

      “He’ll be there. We can trust Longo.”

      “How do you know? Just because he says he’s an agent doesn’t mean it’s true. How was the name Chris Longo left out of literally every report we were given?”

      “Because they believed he was dead all this time. He also left out the identity of his mother, whose name is in the reports if you look. She’s the one who signed all the authorizations for this op. He probably assumed you’d put it together.”

      She frowns and starts to shake her head in denial, but I lift my eyebrows at her, hoping I don’t have to remind her that these are details I wouldn’t forget.

      “Fine. Tell me what you know.”

      “Katherine Longo is the senator who chairs the committee that approved this op to begin with—I’ve met her, in fact. Not only that, my brother’s engaged to her daughter, Longo’s sister. I don’t think he knows who I am, but he probably guessed, even though we didn’t share names in there.”

      “Did you know who he was when we decided to take him?” When I don’t immediately answer, her eyes blaze. “Fucking hell, Santos, you knew and didn’t tell us? How deep are you in this? I thought it was just about your family’s ties to Arturo Flores.”

      “Listen, I don’t know Longo. But my younger brother Sam had contact with him a few months ago. It’s . . . complicated.”

      “Explain it anyway,” she snaps.

      With a sigh, I settle down and give her as many details as I can about the last few years of my family’s entanglement with Flores and the mutual vendetta between him and Amador. The secret daughter angle makes her laugh at least, especially when I explain that not only are two of my brothers involved with two of Arturo’s daughters, but my own sister is also Arturo’s daughter. I leave out the part about Elle’s relationship with Ben and Baz Quin and Drake Stavros. I decide it isn’t relevant, and I’m still trying to wrap my head around it anyway.

      The operatic scope of the story manages to distract her from her current worries for a little while, but when we get up to head to our tents, she goes silent, which is the surest sign her mood has taken a dive again. When we reach my tent, she grabs my forearm, and I glance down at her.

      “Meet me in the shower in five, okay?”

      “Um, sure, but wouldn’t you rather do that alone now? It’s not like we’re fighting for time.”

      For the first time in hours, some color returns to her cheeks. She turns away and clears her throat, squinting at the horizon. “I guess I consider our morning chats therapy, and if there was ever a time I needed it, it’s now.”

      I can’t help but smirk. I cross my arms and arch one eyebrow. “So what you’re saying is you actually like baring your soul to me, while naked?”

      “Fuck off, Santos. Just be there. That’s a fucking order.”

      I laugh as I watch her stomp off toward her tent.
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      It feels strange to head to the showers in daylight. One of the most cathartic aspects of my shared shower time with Sadie is that we usually keep the light off. Something about talking in the darkness lends our conversations a confessional quality, and both of us being raised mostly Catholic makes it easier to share secrets we might otherwise keep inside.

      The camp around us is quiet, the mood subdued. At this time of day, we’d normally hear some signs of men training, because the training never really stops, even during down time. But after last night, we’re all too wiped out.

      The cool water feels good when I step beneath the shower, and I’m already lathering up when Sadie arrives, her thong sandals slapping against her heels and nothing but a towel wrapped around her compact frame. She gives me a half-smile, and her gaze darts over my body, then away, quickly focusing on setting her small toiletry pouch on the shelf on her side as she steps out of her sandals and hangs up her towel.

      It’s still early morning, and the camp is shrouded in a light mist, so some of that silent, sacred quality remains, but I’m not used to us being able to see each other so clearly. It isn’t until she peeks over her shoulder at me that I realize I’ve been staring squarely at her ass for a good five seconds without blinking.

      I turn away, clenching my eyes shut as I silently reprimand myself. The last thing she needs is me acting like a fucking lech.

      “I’m all ears for whatever you need to get off your chest this morning,” I say, though simply speaking the words calls to mind an image of her naked breasts, something I definitely should not be thinking about in daylight. Or ever. I’m normally a very disciplined man, but all that self-control goes out the window around her.

      Thankfully she doesn’t jump on my slip and turn it into a joke. She’s silent for far too long, and when I turn to ask what’s up, I find her hunched over beneath the spray, hugging herself as she shakes with silent sobs.

      “Sadie?” The other side of the small space is barely more than an arm’s reach away. I stretch out a hand and rest it on her back. My touch incites the first sound from deep inside her—a soft sob bursts forth and her entire body tightens, her hands turning to fists where she has them tucked beneath her arms. I recognize the stubborn resistance to being overcome by emotion. I’ve seen it often enough in my family. Around my dad it was safer to wear a mask of indifference, because anything overtly positive or negative could be thrown back at us.

      She’s trying so hard to hold it in, I have to give her credit, but it hurts me to know what she’s forcing herself to bury. “He’ll be okay,” I offer, stepping closer and rubbing my hand in a slow circle over her back.

      “You don’t know that.” She shakes her head and sniffs, her voice thick. “Amador is a fucking monster. We might not make it to him in time.”

      “How many missions have you and the captain completed together?” I reach for her bottle of body wash while I wait for her answer and squeeze some into my hands, then begin to rub a lather into her back. She relaxes by increments, still staring at her feet.

      “I’ve lost count. Nothing as involved as this one, though. Most were just the two of us. We’re a good team.”

      “I believe it. But you know he’s a survivor. He’ll do what he needs to do to make sure this op succeeds.”

      She sighs and finally drops her hands to her sides. I keep rubbing, digging both my thumbs into her neck and shoulders, working the tightness out.

      Sadie leans back against my hands a little and lifts her head. “I don’t usually get like this. Don’t want you thinking I’m some crybaby who loses her shit every time her daddy gets into trouble.”

      “That’s the last thing I’d ever think about you, Sadie. I also doubt this is a common occurrence.”

      She shakes her head, then glances over her shoulder at me. “It isn’t. But if Amador finds out who he is, he will kill him.”

      “This is why we have cover identities, Ana.”

      “We do, but Dad doesn’t. He wasn’t supposed to be on the inside. It’s been a while since we’ve been in this deep. We’ve had some tight situations before, but nothing that scared me this much. You’ve seen the intel we have on him. The bastard fucking flays his enemies alive and hangs their skin on his walls like art.”

      She shivers despite the growing heat of the morning. The mist still hovers around us, but the sunlight has broken through the canopy and is gradually burning the fog away. I reach for her shampoo next and squirt a blob on top of her wet head, then gently begin working it into her hair. I’m not sure what compels me to keep bathing her, but at least the contact has made her stop crying. She heaves another shaky sigh and tilts her head back, surrendering to my fingers as I work a thick lather into her dark hair.

      I move my soapy hands back to her shoulders, then reluctantly drop them and step back to my side of the showers. She turns to face me, tipping her head back again, this time beneath the spray to rinse. The foamy suds drift down her naked torso in cloud-like streaks that follow her contours. My self-control is flagging, my weariness making it hard not to let my gaze follow the path of one large swath of suds as it slides between her breasts and down the center of her toned abdomen.

      Christ, I need to get a handle on my impulses. I close my eyes, but only see the afterimage of her naked body. When I open them again, she’s right in front of me, her body wash in one hand, the other grabbing mine to squirt more into it, then another measure into her own palm before setting the bottle aside. Then, without a word, she rubs her hands together and proceeds to scrub the soap into my chest.

      I study her face for a second and see only a strange mix of uncertainty and determination. Her touch is both relaxing and arousing, and I know if I accept this invitation, there’s no going back. But maybe I don’t want to go back. Maybe she doesn’t, either. If anyone knows how to plow forward with a plan, it’s her.

      My nostrils flare, and it’s all I can do to keep my cock in check. “Sadie, if I touch you again, I won’t want to stop,” I warn, just for the sake of putting it out there.

      “Who says I’ll want you to stop?”

      Our gazes remain locked as I rub my hands together to work up a lather, then reach for her. I start at her neck, cupping both hands around the sturdy column, gently tracing the hollow of her throat with one thumb before coasting my palms down. She arches into my touch when my hands cover her breasts. They’re small and firm, her hard nipples pressing into my palms. I’m too enthralled with the feel of her to pause for long, enjoying the friction of her smooth skin beneath my hands.

      Her touch grows bolder as I slide my hands lower. I don’t bother hiding my arousal now, and her gaze drops to my crotch. Her cheeks flush, and she lifts her eyes to mine as her hands slip down.

      “Is this okay?” she whispers, gently wrapping one hand around the base of my shaft.

      I swallow and nod, every cell in my body hyper-attuned to her contact. She strokes me once, and I’m on fire.

      “Sadie . . .” It comes out like a plea. I cup the back of her neck again and she answers me, her tone just as needy.

      “Marco . . .”

      We’re like a pair of magnets snapping together. She releases my cock and reaches for me the same second I grab hold of her, hauling her into my arms and planting my mouth on hers. Her lips are cool and wet, her tongue hot when it plunges past my lips and tangles with mine. With acrobatic strength and sureness, she leverages herself up and wraps her legs around my waist so I have to tilt my head back to continue our kiss. She clutches my head with both hands, devouring my mouth like a ravenous, wild creature. It’s all I can do just to hold onto her.

      I’m so hot with lust, I almost don’t register when she grasps my cock and starts to lower herself. It isn’t until she has my cockhead pressed to her entrance that I snap out of it and squeeze her hips, halting her movement.

      “It’s not safe,” I say, racking my brain for whether I even have any condoms in my tent. I know I don’t; I didn’t exactly start this mission expecting to get laid. But maybe Jake does?

      “I can’t get pregnant, Santos.”

      I blink at her as it sinks in, the details of our conversation that first morning coming back. Something primal within me takes over, and I spin her and press her back to the wood, driving into her in one smooth thrust.

      “Fuck!” she yells, the cry dissipating into the awakening jungle.

      Pure pleasure cascades through me in a flood, and I bury my face against her neck as I rock into her. She lets her head fall back against the wall, moaning and squeezing her strong legs around me, urging me to move faster.

      I do my best, fucking her like a demon from hell, but somehow she needs more. She tightens the vise of her thighs and pushes herself up, shifting our balance. I stumble backward until my back hits the opposite wall, and she comes down on my cock again. This time she sets the pace, using my shoulders for leverage to fuck me harder. All I can do is hold on, but she’s just small and strong enough to pull it off.

      I slide my hands down her sides, offering support as she arches backward. Her breasts jut out, and I dip my head to capture a nipple between my lips.

      “Oh god, yes.” She slows as I tease each nipple in turn, then pull her tight to me again.

      “Want to feel you come, Sweetheart,” I say into her ear. “Tell me how to get you there.”

      “Seriously, Santos? Don’t tell me you don’t know how to make a woman come.” She nips at my neck and grabs one of my hands, pulling it between us.

      I give her an exasperated look and take over, slipping my fingers down to find her clit. The angle’s tricky, and I resort to using my thumb, but the reaction I get when I start rubbing the tight little bud is worth it. I spin her again to get a better angle, pressing her to the wall and pulling back, relying on her strength to hold her up. She releases me and grabs hold of the top of the wall just above her. I focus on where we’re joined, fixating on my cock disappearing into her while I rub her clit in ever-tightening circles.

      Her breathing quickens and she tilts her head back, watching me through lowered eyelids.

      “Like this?” I say, smirking at her while I attend to her pussy.

      “Uh-huh.” She nods and pants, pivoting her hips in time with my thrusts. I’m at the edge, determined to hold off until she finishes, but she’s so tight and hot, it’s a challenge to maintain control.

      Finally she lets out a moan and her body clenches around me. She yanks my hips tight with her legs, and her spasming muscles are all I need to lose it. I bark a curse as my cock spills inside her, her tight sheath milking me for all I’m worth.

      We remain like that, clinging to each other with the weight of my body still pressing her to the wall. After a moment, I sigh.

      “What the hell was that?” I ask.

      “I don’t know, but it was amazing.”

      I pull back and look down at her, frowning. “I thought you were gay.”

      She gives a little half-shrug and smirks. “I figured out a few years ago that I’m into dick as much as pussy.”

      Both my eyebrows shoot up. “Oh? How’d that little revelation come about?”

      “Put me down and I’ll tell you.”

      I ease out of her and release my hold. She drops her feet and grabs her soapy washcloth, cleaning between her thighs while I step back and soap up, then rinse my junk. I’m tingling all over. I don’t remember the last time I came that hard. Endorphins are still flowing, making me a little high and urging me to grab her and hold her tight. I restrain myself, because we’ve already been in here long enough that my fingers are starting to prune.

      “It’s Kat’s fault,” she says. “We sort of had a three-way with the guy she was seeing last time I was in Destin. I wasn’t that into him, but it was just after Mom died and I was in need of a distraction. It opened my eyes to the pleasures of being bi. Now I can’t imagine why anyone would pick one or the other when they could have both.”

      “That makes sense.”

      “You ever been with a guy, Santos?” she asks, cranking the water off and grabbing her towel.

      “Never had the opportunity.”

      “You should try it sometime.”

      “My older brother’s bi,” I blurt, then second-guess sharing that detail. Maddox probably wouldn’t care that I outed him, though. He’s a private person, but he doesn’t exactly give a fuck what people think about him.

      “Then your older brother knows what’s up. Boys are sexy too. Two together is twice as sexy.” She grins at me, then grabs her toiletry bag and waits with her towel wrapped around her torso.

      “I don’t know about that. I’m partial to titties.”

      She snickers and descends the steps to the woodchip-covered path. My tent is only a few strides away. She walks by my side and we pause at the steps. For the first time, things are awkward between us. She chews her lip, staring at me in consternation. I glance at my tent, not quite sure where this strange hesitance comes from. I’m kind of dead on my feet, though, so the one thing I’m sure of is that I need to sleep, and soon.

      “Well, uh . . .” I begin.

      “Stay with me?” she says before I can figure out what to say. “To sleep, I mean. God knows we need it.”

      The knot of anxious tension that had wound itself around my insides eases, and I nod. “I’d like that,” I say, then fall into step beside her as we head to her tent on the other side of camp.
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      Marco doesn’t say a thing about the fact that my cot is really only meant for one person. I’m small, so we make it work. I’m still emotionally raw and off-balance from the stress of the night before, but his big, warm, and very naked body curled around mine grounds me in a way I didn’t realize I needed.

      He tucks one arm beneath my head and curls the other around my waist, holding me tight against him. I pull the sheet up to cover us and close my eyes, letting the ambient noise lull me to sleep.

      I don’t dream, thankfully. At least, not entirely. But sometime later, my mind starts to replay the moment in the shower when he first started soaping me up, and it takes the memory and runs with it. I’m awash in sensation that bleeds into awareness when I finally wake to the press of his erection at my back and his fingertips toying with my nipples.

      I’m too groggy for words, so I just let out a sound of enjoyment. He responds with a low chuckle, then slides his hand down my belly and cups my pussy. Confessing I’m bi didn’t cover up my complete lack of experience with men. Other than some fruitless groping as a teen, that one night with Kat and her boy toy was the only taste I’ve had. I had her coaching me through it, egging me on, and still couldn’t bring myself to go through with fucking him. The man involved was hot, but the truth was every time I closed my eyes with him, I pictured Marco. I just never expected to see Marco again.

      It’s kind of poetic that after all I’ve been through, and at thirty-two years old, Marco Santos still managed to be the first man I ever fucked. And I really want to do it again.

      Lying here naked beside him now is a sensory overload—even more than our wild fuck in the shower. Because now I have the clarity of mind to focus on the sheer size of him, on how his hand completely engulfs my pelvis, how deftly he delves between my thighs, how he homes in on my clit like his finger’s a heat-seeking missile.

      I gasp and lift my leg, hooking my ankle behind his knee when he starts to stroke. His lips brush the edge of my ear. “You’re already wet. Were you dreaming about me, Rocket?”

      “Didn’t need to dream,” I murmur, tilting my hips into his touch. This entire experience is new to me. Surrendering is new. Trusting someone enough to surrender is new. And it feels damn good to just let go.

      He shifts, and the next thing I know, I’m flat on my back and he’s moved down between my legs. He grips the backs of my knees and pushes them up, forcing me to spread wider for him. When he tongues my clit, I’m expecting some inept attempt at cunnilingus, but that isn’t what I get. His tongue is even more adept at teasing me than his fingers were, and he licks and sucks, adjusting on the fly whenever I make a noise of enjoyment.

      Eventually he just covers my pussy with his mouth and goes to town, flicking his tongue over my clit with abandon until I can’t think straight. I grab hold of his head and hold on while he takes me for the ride of my life.

      But it suddenly isn’t enough. I’m at the very edge of losing it, but I need more. I want to know it’s him, even with my eyes closed.

      “Want you inside me, Marco. Now . . . please.”

      He doesn’t waste a second, surging up and hauling my hips off the bed then positioning his cock at my opening. I wrap my legs around him when he moves over me and thrusts in, meeting him with a gasp and a moan. He stares down at me with wild hunger in his gray eyes, grunting quietly with each hard thrust.

      “How come no one told me it could feel this good?”

      His gaze softens and his lashes lower a little as he smiles, then dips his head to kiss me.

      “Sweetheart, it’s never felt this good,” he says when he pulls back, slowing his pace and watching me intently. He does something with his hips that drives his cock right into my G-spot, and I see stars.

      “Oh fuck. No . . . No, it hasn’t. Do that again.”

      He slows even more, pulling almost all the way out of me, then pushing back in slowly, panting as he stares down at my face. He looks lost with need, which is exactly how I feel. I whimper when his cock hits that spot again, but this time he pauses, then gives me several fast, shallow thrusts in a row, each one stimulating all the best nerves inside me, driving me closer to the brink. Then just to prove that he’s the perfect man, he reaches down and thumbs my clit.

      “Marco, oh fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck!”

      “That’s it, Sadie. Come for me, sweetheart.”

      Not that I have a choice, but I do. I buck and squirm as pleasure consumes me, reaching for him and pulling him into a desperate, hungry kiss. I clutch my thighs around his hips, forcing him deep into me once more. He starts to fuck me hard and fast again, the friction drawing out my climax until I’m flying a second time when he groans and spills inside me.

      He heaves a heavy breath and collapses half on top of me, keeping himself propped on one elbow with his face buried in my shoulder. I pull him down on top of me. His weight makes it hard to breathe, but right now I need that heaviness to squeeze out all the other thoughts threatening to ruin the moment.

      Gradually he slides to the side, keeping one arm draped over me.

      He sighs again in satisfaction and rests his head on his hand to look at me. We stare at each other for a few seconds in obvious disbelief. “Wow,” we both say in unison, then break out laughing.

      “I’m kicking myself that I never figured this out sooner,” I say.

      “How could you have known? I met Kat. She’s amazing. I’d have held onto her too.”

      “Yeah, but Kat’s poly. She wouldn’t have minded if I wanted to experiment more. I just  . . .” I sigh and shake my head, not sure I want to travel down that whole rabbit hole.

      “You just what?”

      I meet his gaze and suddenly feel dumb for ever wanting to hold back from this man. Kat was right all those years ago; I had a thing for him then and didn’t even realize it. And it might have been mutual. But I don’t want to think about why I like him so much.

      Ah, hell. I just don’t have the will to be anything but completely honest with him.

      “Kat thinks I gravitated to women because I never met a guy who measured up to my dad. Which was true until I met you.”

      His eyebrows scrunch together as he absorbs that. Then he narrows his eyes and shakes his head. “Nah, I’m not even close to measuring up to the captain.”

      “You really are. I was just in denial about it all this time. But you have had my back every time I needed you. You pretty much never let me down, Santos. Even when I was being shitty to you, you stood by me. You never judged me. You’re a good guy.”

      He looks away as if this revelation embarrasses him, then shakes his head. “I’m really not. Remember, I’m the asshole who fucked his best friend’s girlfriend.”

      I give him an incredulous look. “Dude, there were two people involved in that scenario. There’s no way it’s all on you. Unless you had a habit of fucking other friends’ partners, you need to let that go.”

      “I never told Zane this, but I crushed on Tasha for a while before it happened. But she was inaccessible, or at least she seemed that way. She was a rising star. Boys from rundown neighborhoods in West LA don’t measure up to girls like her.”

      “From what you told me, Zane’s the one who didn’t deserve her. She even tried to make things right by bringing you two together in the whole thing.” His dubious look makes me sigh. “Polyamory isn’t that strange, Marco. I don’t deny she went about it backwards, but I understand her desire to make things right. To try to keep the two of you on the same level, to keep you close. Would you have done it if Zane had agreed?”

      He frowns for a beat, then shakes his head. “I don’t know. Maybe? If it meant keeping him as a friend and keeping her happy. But I was too fucking selfish to agree to it.”

      “That mistake doesn’t define you, though. That’s what I’m trying to say. You think the captain hasn’t made his share of mistakes? He still beats himself up over what Mom did. And he doesn’t say it, but I know he regrets every day that he left me with my aunt and uncle for all those years. I don’t blame him, though—the time we spent together was all the better for the time we spent apart, and I had a solid family life. My cousins are like brothers to me. My aunt and uncle were the role models I needed. And Dad got to stay the hero. I didn’t see the real man until survival training.”

      He chuckles and nods. “That’s where people show their true colors. It boggles my mind that you still went through with it even though you wouldn’t officially get a trident out of the whole ordeal.”

      “Well, I resisted the idea when Dad first suggested it. But then it hit me that the whole reason I was pursuing the SEALs as a goal was to prove to him that I could follow in his footsteps. His opinion was the only one that ever mattered.”

      That part’s only half true. Ever since I first met Marco, I’ve cared what he thought; I just never let on that his opinion was important to me. Knowing he’d probably see me as a failure was the hardest thing about leaving BUD/S. But these past weeks at camp have proved I shouldn’t have worried.

      And that’s the problem—he’s too good. Too perfect. There’s a reason we call him Saint Marco. Not to mention I’m absolutely nothing like the woman whose sketch I carried around in my pocket for the last few years. Every time I saw a Tasha Jennings movie, I thought about what she was to him, and how there’s no way in hell I’d ever compare. She is quite possibly the perfect woman, rising from the ashes of her career meltdown six years ago to even greater heights of stardom, not to mention evidently being a perfect mom to two young kids, something that will never be an option for me.

      And she clearly meant something to him. Does he look at her and have regrets about not agreeing to her proposal? About not fighting for his friendship with Zane?

      Jesus, what am I thinking? I’ve shared more than I should with him. Talk about unprofessional behavior. And here he is, giving me a look like he’s ready to go for round three. Like I’m not his CO, which is a dangerous shift in power for the mission, not to mention my feelings.

      Fuck.

      He starts to lean in and nuzzle my jaw, and I plant my palm against his sternum, pushing back. “Whoa, there. We’ve done enough damage for the day, I think. This was fun, but we have work to do, Saint Marco.”

      Rather than climb over him, I scoot down to the end of the bed to get up and find some clean clothes. He just lies there, looking too damn sexy with the sheet just barely covering his half-hard dick and all his tattooed hotness on display.

      His disappointment is apparent, and it cuts like a knife, because I get the sense he’s more disappointed in me shutting down than in not extending our little romp. But he doesn’t say anything. He just rises and grabs his towel, wrapping it around his hips as he slides his feet into his shower thongs, then reaches for his kit where he set it on the little table just inside my tent flaps.

      My stomach somersaults over what’s likely going through his head: He’s pissed I shut down, but it’s what I do. It’s how I survive.

      But he pauses before exiting and looks back at me, his jaw flexing.

      “Sadie, I don’t know what this was, but whatever you do, don’t fucking shut me out. We’ve got way too much history for that.”

      Then he’s gone, leaving me questioning which of my recent decisions was the dumbest.
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      Jake’s sitting on the top step of our tent platform when I stroll up. He gives me a once-over and smirks. “Took the long way back from the showers, didn’t you? In fact, you’re looking mighty dry right now. And well-rested.”

      I step in and he follows, pointedly looking at my still-made bed as he plops down on his and lies back.

      “Just fucking say what you’re thinking, asshole,” I mutter as I rummage for clean clothes.

      “You’re a fucking idiot, is what I’m thinking. The three of us have a lot of work to do on this mission. Sticking your dick in our CO is likely to fuck things up, not to mention it’s entirely unlike you. It’s something I would do. What gives?”

      I clench my jaw, trying not to think about the last few hours I spent with Sadie, or her prickly brush-off at the end. I can’t let it get to me, because that’d just prove Jake’s point.

      “She initiated. What was I supposed to do? Turn her down in her time of need? You saw her earlier. She was losing her shit over the captain being captured. If what I did eases some stress and clears her head, it was worth it.”

      “Fuck, Marco. I know you’re not really that obtuse.”

      I glare at him. “No, I’m not, but I’m also right. We’re professionals. One tangle with her isn’t going to jeopardize the mission. Not if we don’t let it.”

      His lips twist as if he wants to keep arguing, but he shakes his head and sighs. “Fine. I trust you both to know what the fuck you’re doing. But it better not cause a problem.”

      I eye him while I button my pants, then sit and put on my boots. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say you’re jealous.”

      He snorts and turns his head to smirk at me. “Nah, man. If any two people in my life were destined to be together, it’s you two. I’m just frustrated, and maybe jealous of the fact that the only woman available within a ten-mile radius is into your ugly dick. But I guess it was a long time coming.”

      I sit up and squint at him. “How do you figure? As far as we knew, she was a lesbian. I didn’t learn otherwise until a couple hours ago.”

      Jake chuckles. “Man, for someone with such great attention to detail, you can be utterly oblivious sometimes. If I had a nickel for all the times I caught her checking you out over the years . . . Didn’t you ever wonder why she singled you out for her abuse? I’ll give you a hint: it wasn’t because she didn’t like you. Remember that night when you went off for the private dance at that strip club? She almost got up and followed you.”

      “Because I was with her girlfriend. No surprise there.”

      “Because her girlfriend was with you. She was just drunk enough to confess as much out loud . . . said she’d give anything to be the meat in your sandwich, then threatened to castrate me if I said anything when she realized I’d heard her. I honestly don’t think she remembers even saying it, though. She never brought it up while we were at BUD/S. Then she left, and it seemed insensitive to mention it to you.”

      “This doesn’t change anything,” I mutter, though now I’m really fucking confused. I could’ve written off the encounter as a fun fling—as Sadie just needing to blow off steam. But if she’s had feelings all this time, maybe there’s more to it than that.

      But I can’t think about that now. We have work to do, which we’re reminded of with the loud rapping on the tent’s center post, followed by Whiteside calling out to us.

      “Santos, Hearn, the commander needs us all in ops. I think she’s moving up the timeline.”

      “Fuck,” Jake mutters, hauling himself to his feet. “Should have seen this coming.”

      When we get to the ops trailer, we find Sadie in the back, standing behind the captain’s desk. The whiteboard behind her has a list of dates and times that make it clear what the plan is before she even starts talking. My stomach turns a flip at the realization that she wants to start today.

      Chris Longo is leaning in a corner just inside the doorway and nods at me when I step in, but we don’t have a chance for small-talk before Sadie dives in.

      “I got word this afternoon that the cargo is ready and waiting for us in Cartagena, Colombia. Our pilot’s on standby to fly Omega Team down tonight. If we set sail tomorrow, it will give us time to dock overnight in the Caymans to set up a safe house. It also strengthens our backstory if Amador’s watching and sees Ana María Blanco out on the town there. We have a couple assets in place who can help sell the cover.”

      “Is this necessary?” I ask. “I’d have thought you’d want to get to Cancún as quickly as possible.”

      “We still need Amador to take our bait, but if he does, we’ll be on schedule for our agreed-upon arrival. I wanted to keep that intact so the captain knows when to expect us. It’ll also give Martinez time to infiltrate one of the militia cells and deliver intel to the rest of the men we have planted among Amador’s forces on their private network.”

      One of the most valuable pieces of information Chris shared was the recent addition of a dedicated dark web network that Amador and his men use to communicate. As our resident hacker, Garcia worked out a way for our own men to use it without being detected, but they have to have access to it first. Once Martinez joins them, he’ll be able to open up that door for us, and for the men who are already embedded.

      “Longo knows the network, so he’ll work with Garcia over the next few days to make our line of communication more secure. We’re using Amador’s tools against him as much as possible,” Sadie says. “By the time we dock in the Caymans, they should have something set up that allows us to communicate more easily. Everyone should understand their role going forward, but if there are any concerns, see me within the next three hours.”

      She dismisses us, and Garcia slips up to confer with her. I watch for a second, trying to decide if I should push for a conversation, but decide it can wait. Pretty soon we’ll have forty-eight hours on a yacht together with few distractions. There will be time.

      Longo nudges my shoulder as I turn to head out the door, and I glance at him.

      “I take it your brother and his girl made it home safe?” he asks.

      He steps to the side to let me exit the ops trailer first, then falls into step beside me on the way to the mess tent.

      “They were whole and happy the last time I saw them,” I say. “I still can’t believe my baby brother has enough game to land a woman like her. But I guess I have you to thank that they’re back home and together.”

      He shrugs as if it was no big thing to save my brother’s life. “Honestly, Toni was never in any danger. If your brother was smart, he’d have stayed away. He put himself in more danger by chasing after her, and we had no choice but to cut him loose anyway.”

      “I heard your boss has a thing for separating people from their tattoos and turning them into art for his walls. If anyone’s a walking work of art, it’s Toni Valentine.”

      Longo chuckles and shakes his head. “He hasn’t done that in decades. He and Flores had a run-in with the Yakuza back in the early nineties. Most of the art on his walls is a result of the fallout from that. Just don’t cross him to the extent they did. I recommend staying on Flores’ good side too, for that matter. They were a formidable trio when Lola was alive. If Delgado hadn’t murdered her, I have no doubt they’d rule most of Mexico by now.”

      In the mess, we find the pot of soup Garcia put together the night before out of the leftovers from the last two days. It’s hearty and aromatic. The man is truly talented when it comes to crafting delicious food out of the most mundane, government-issued rations mixed with whatever local produce he can get his hands on.

      “What was he like when he found out the truth?” I ask as the pair of us sit down to eat.

      Longo’s eyes widen and he grunts. “That was not a pleasant scene. Most of the men in the immediate vicinity disappeared. But as the bearer of the news, I felt obligated to stay, so I got to witness the entire spectrum of emotions he went through. He used to trust Delgado implicitly, if you can believe it.”

      “You didn’t, I take it?”

      “Fuck no. I always suspected he had an agenda. The thing about Amador is he’s mostly sane—he’s just incredibly passionate about being a criminal. Delgado’s wires are twisted. It’s as much about the killing as it is about the money for him. He doesn’t hesitate to take a life if it’ll advance his goals.”

      “And Amador isn’t like that?”

      “Not even close. His philosophy is more conservative. Death is wasteful and only something he uses as a last resort, either to punish or to make a point, and it takes a lot to be worthy of a spot on his walls. I have no doubt if you weren’t going to nail him soon, Delgado would be the next man to earn that honor.”
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      All the pieces are in place, lined up like dominos ready for me to set them in motion. Even though I’m well-aware that the mission is to take down the cartel leader, the most important objective in my mind is the one where we release Dad from whatever prison cell Amador has him locked up in.

      Longo said the compound has its own high-security, underground wing dedicated to imprisoning Amador’s enemies, and the amenities are even less hospitable than what you’d find in most prisons. He also suggested that as long as Dad manages to string Amador along, he’ll keep him alive. That’s some consolation.

      But it won’t be a quick trip to get there, which is why I’m ready to get moving. Except our ride isn’t arriving until the middle of the night, leaving me restless and agitated. I’ve already packed and re-packed the meager items I plan to take with me. Thanks to Arturo’s rich contact, the yacht on loan to us is coming completely stocked with a wardrobe befitting a cartel princess. All we had to do was send my measurements and a digital scrapbook of the look we were going for, and he hired a personal tailor to take care of the rest. I have one outfit that I’ll be changing into on the plane, so if anyone sees us once we get to Cartagena, I’ll look the part.

      Getting into character will be trickier, but this won’t be the first time I’ve had to pretend to be someone else.

      The bigger problem is that I can’t stop thinking about Marco. I need to fucking focus on the mission, but I’m as jittery as an addict needing a fix. It’s zero hundred hours, and I should try to get some sleep, but every time I close my eyes, I remember how his big body felt ranging over mine in this tiny bed, how his tongue felt against my clit, how his thick shaft felt buried inside me.

      I start to jerk off, but it just doesn’t do the job.

      With a curse, I slip out of bed in my shorts and tank top and throw on my shower thongs, then step out of my tent. In ten seconds, I’m pushing through the flap of Marco’s and Jake’s tent, and pause for a split-second when I realize I have no idea which side he sleeps on.

      I bend over one bunk and peer at the shadowy head on the pillow. Not Marco.

      Jake rouses with a grunt. “Rocket?” he says blearily. “What’s up?”

      “Nothing. Go back to sleep.”

      I turn to Marco and yank his blanket off, then strip off my clothes. He jolts to a sitting position. “What the . . . Sadie?” His eyebrows shoot up as he stares at me, then he starts to smile.

      “Shut up,” I say, smacking his chest and climbing onto his bed to straddle his thighs. “I just need help sleeping.”

      “Uh, I’m available too,” Jake says, waving. I ignore him.

      “Can we do this, or not?” I ask, reaching between his thighs to massage his cock through his boxer briefs. He’s half-hard, his shaft thickening in my grip.

      “You have no shame, do you?”

      “Have you met me?”

      He chuckles and slides a hand up my thigh, then around between my legs to dip a finger gently between my folds.

      “Fucking Christ,” he mutters when he finds me wet and ready. Then we’re both tugging at the waistband of his boxers to release his cock.

      I waste no time notching his tip at my entrance and let out a long moan at the relief of his thick hardness filling me to the brim. This is exactly what I need.

      “You guys aren’t actually . . . Oh, yes, yes you are actually going to fuck with me right here.”

      “Get out!” we both yell in unison. Marco grabs his pillow and lobs it at his tent-mate. Jake swears at us and shuffles out of the tent.

      “Jesus, you feel amazing,” Marco mutters against my neck as he grips my ass to try to control my rise and fall on his cock. I start at a fast pace, then slow and push him flat again to get a better angle. Prone, he’s able to meet me stroke for stroke, slamming deep enough to make me see stars.

      “Just needed some serotonin, that’s all.”

      He snorts. “Sure it is.”

      “Shut up,” I say, then kiss him.

      He reaches between us and finds my clit, and within seconds I detonate. He lets out a smug laugh that ends with a groan as he jacks into me one last time and shoots his load. I fall against his chest and he wraps his arms around me, kissing the top of my head.

      “Feel better?” he murmurs.

      “Shut up,” I say groggily. Sleep is already imminent, and I have zero intention of moving if I can help it.

      He just sighs and pulls the blanket over my back, curling his arms around me again as I fall into a deep slumber.
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      I’m positive I only closed my eyes for a second when Marco’s voice breaks through my dreams. “Rocket. It’s time to get moving. Our ride will be at the landing strip in less than an hour,” he says in a low voice.

      I drag myself to consciousness, disoriented because his voice isn’t right in my ear; it’s somewhere else. I sit up, blinking in confusion at the pair of fully dressed Navy SEALs crowding the tent. Marco’s on the edge of the cot while Jake stands leaning against the middle post. It’s not a small tent, but between the pair of them, they manage to fill it up.

      “Why didn’t you wake me sooner?” I ask, eyeing their clothes. They’re in the plain black T-shirt and cargo pants typical of mercs-for-hire. They both wear the fuck out of the outfits, so I can’t wait to see them in the tailored suits they’ll have to wear to fit the bill of two highly paid cartel bodyguards.

      “Figured you could use a few extra minutes,” Marco says. “Garcia got up early to make breakfast. I packed you a bacon-and-egg sandwich and a coffee.” He jabs a thumb at Hearn, who waves a paper-wrapped bundle and holds up my thermos. My nostrils flare at the scent of the bacon.

      “God, you truly are a saint.” I rise and swipe a hand over the top of his head, planting a kiss on his forehead as I step out of the bed and reach for my clothes. It’s the quickest, most natural gesture in the world, but I suddenly feel self-conscious for having done it. Kissing him like that probably means more than it should. Hell, fucking him like that more than once definitely means more than it should. I should avoid it at all costs before it becomes a habit.

      I avoid both their gazes when I slip back into my clothes and push out of the tent. “Meet you at the helo,” I say, heading down the path to my tent to get dressed.

      Whiteside is our helicopter pilot back to the airstrip today, and we get there without incident, just in time to see the pilot of the small private jet disconnect it from the fuel pumps and climb back in. Yet another perk of Arturo Flores’ connections—we get to travel in style for every inch of this trip. We board without fanfare and are airborne again in fifteen minutes.

      It isn’t a short flight, so I take advantage of the cushy amenities and get some more sleep, then spend the last couple hours reviewing the notes on the intel Longo shared with us. The diagrams he drew of the compound are key, and Martinez has a digital copy to distribute to the rest of the men in the field once they’re set up on Amador’s network, so everyone knows where to breach when the time comes.

      The captain gives us a time-check about an hour before we’re due to land in Cartagena, which is our cue to put on our costumes. Since it’s just the three of us, we don’t fuck around with modesty, all slipping to the enclosed office at the back of the plane to change together. They’re my boys, so we’ve all seen it all already.

      When we’re done, both Hearn and Santos are looking tight as hell in black suits complete with earpieces and shoulder holsters beneath their jackets. My outfit is far less concealing. I’m in what would pass for travel clothes for a rich Colombian brat, which amounts to a slinky blue tube dress that hugs every contour of my body. It’s an odd sensation to wear such tight-fitting clothes, but when I check myself out in the mirror, I look damn hot.

      “Hell, I’d fuck me,” I say to my reflection as I slip into the four-inch heels that round out the look. It takes a little longer to get into the makeup and style my hair, but I’m all put together by the time we’re about to begin our descent to the private airfield just outside Cartagena.

      A black Escalade is ready to chauffeur us to the marina once we disembark. Marco takes the lead with Jake at my back, and reaches the vehicle in time to open the door for me. He smirks and bows slightly.

      “Your chariot,” he murmurs when I step inside.

      “Don’t fucking overdo it, asshole,” I say, making sure to speak in my well-practiced Colombian accent.

      Jake takes the front passenger seat and Marco joins me in the back. My nerves are cranked up to eleven, but I’m keeping things buttoned up. Mostly I pretend I’m Katrina walking out on stage at the club. Channeling her confidence isn’t that hard. I’m comfortable in my own skin the way she is; the part I had to practice was the grace with which she moves. I wound up calling her early on, and it finally clicked when she told me I had it in me all along. That all I needed to do was treat it the way I treat combat training to take advantage of my strong core and get a little bit of dance training.

      It’s a bit of a drive to the marina from here, and we remain silent for the duration. Only the jet pilot and the staff on the yacht can be trusted to keep our secret. They were the only ones hired personally by Drake Stavros, the shipping magnate in Arturo’s pocket who’s loaning us the big-ticket transportation. Our driver is local, so we don’t want to say anything that will ruin our cover.

      I occupy myself with my smartphone for the journey, reviewing the social media presence that was fabricated for my persona, along with a handful of South American press articles showing me out on the town in Ms. Blanco’s various favorite haunts.

      None of the women in the photos are actually me. They’re deep fakes time-stamped with dates going back at least five years, so Amador would have something to find when he inevitably went looking for intel on the identity of this upstart cartel princess we hope he’ll want to do business with. Whoever created these did an amazing job. I almost believe this woman exists.

      Just for effect, halfway through the trip, I channel Ana María Blanco again and demand a stick of gum from Jake, who silently obeys, handing it over his shoulder to me, then muttering something in Spanish to the driver about spoiled girls.

      That’s another thing I need to remember, though—Marco and Jake have new names too. Jake is now Owen Diedrich, and Marco is Desmond Ochoa. I silently repeat their names while I peruse Ana’s antics at some clothing-optional beach in Buenos Aires. This woman has no shame . . . which is helpful, since neither do I.
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      I can finally breathe once we set sail with Jake at the helm. The yacht is something else. It’s twice as big as I imagined, but then I haven’t had the pleasure of riding on a lot of super-yachts before. The first thing I do once we cast off is head down to the cargo hold to inspect the goods.

      “That’s a submarine, all right,” Marco says from beside me as we stare up at the enormous black, torpedo-shaped object. It’s also bigger than I expected. Typically the type of sub used in drug trafficking is far more low-tech than the one we’re delivering to Amador. This thing military-grade, just on a smaller scale. It looks more like a wingless plane than a typical sub, with windows in the front of the cockpit.

      I kick off my heels and climb the ladder to reach the hatch at the top, then slip down to check out the interior. Marco climbs up after me and peeks through the windows to the inside.

      “There’s room for two. Let’s see if your big ass can fit,” I call.

      He slips out of his suit jacket and tie and squeezes his frame through the hatch, then settles into the seat beside me. It’s a tight fit, but still comfortable, with ample headroom, even for a man as big as he is.

      “This is not what I was expecting,” he says, eyes bright as he stares at the control panel. “Ana María is pretty well-connected, if she scored something like this off the books.”

      “No shit. This is what you’d get if Elon Musk decided to explore the Mariana Trench instead of the upper atmosphere.”

      “Nah, this thing isn’t rated to go that deep,” he says. “I’d say 1,500 meters max, but that’s all he needs. This is not the kind of thing we want a man like Amador to get his hands on.”

      “I’m going to go check out the cargo space.”

      I leave him ogling the dash and head below. No wonder we needed a boat this big; it had to have a cargo hold large enough to carry this baby.

      The cargo hold of the sub is down another ladder past the nav panel, in a much tighter space, with just enough room to crouch and load whatever supplies would be needed for a trip—not much, really, since vessels like this are designed to accompany a bigger boat, not travel that far on their own. But there’s definitely enough room for ample illicit goods that’d allow it to pay for itself ten times over after just a handful of trips. The space has a floor of metal grate and is outfitted with several waterproof trunks secured with big straps to the walls. Each one is lined with an oilcloth sack so if the sub capsized, whatever it was hauling would still remain dry, including the goods that are already packed inside half of those crates—something I haven’t told the guys about yet, but what I consider to be Plan B, if it comes to it.

      I turn around in the cozy space and settle down cross-legged on top of one of the empty sacks at the very end, leaning against a crate. At this angle I can just see Marco in the cockpit on the level above.

      Marco’s still inspecting every inch, even though he’ll have time when we arrive in the Caymans to take it out for a spin. He and Jake are on task to demo the sub for the potential buyers and train their pilots how to operate it when we hand it off to its new owner.

      I tilt my head, enjoying the enthusiastic exclamations he makes under his breath when he discovers some new feature. It takes a good ten minutes before he catches on that I’m down here watching him. He pivots his seat and peeks down at me.

      “I hope you’re entertained,” he says, smirking.

      “Very much. You’re like a kid in a candy store in this thing.”

      “It’s basically a big toy for someone like me. But I have to say you look damn good as cargo.”

      His expression turns devious, which makes my nipples harden. The instant arousal is a surprise, and I’m a hair’s breadth away from going back up there and mounting him. But I hold myself back. What would Ana María Blanco do in this situation? She’d make the man come to her.

      I lean back, jutting my breasts out just a little more, and smile at him. “Get down here,” I say.

      He obeys, and once he descends the ladder and turns, it’s gratifying to see he’s already straining the front of his tailored trousers. The fact that he’s turned on looking at me is the biggest turn-on ever, and my breathing quickens by the time he drops to his knees to crawl the rest of the way into this small space. His big body fills every inch as he slots one knee between my legs and brackets my body with his arms. He nuzzles my cheek, grazing his lips across my ear.

      “What do you say you help me christen this thing?”

      “I’m game,” I tell him.

      I reach between his legs and cup him, instantly hotter when I find how hard he already is. He lets out a moan when I stroke him through his pants, then yank his belt free of its buckle and unfasten his button and zipper. He’s just as efficient, shoving up my dress to yank down my panties. He gets them to my knees before pushing his hand up my thigh again and pushing two fingers between my folds. I gasp when he grazes my clit, then moan and cling to his shoulders when he pushes those fingers into me.

      He stares down at me, watching my face while he finger-fucks me slowly, then eases his fingers out to rub my clit. I’m too turned on for words, only managing one command—“Naked”— before fumbling with his shirt buttons. With his one-handed help, we get his shirt open before he’s forced to remove his hand from between my legs to deal with his pants. Then he returns his attention to me.

      My dress is easier. It’s not much more than a sheath of stretchy fabric that slides off like I’m a snake shedding its skin. The second I’m bare, he scoots down and buries his face between my legs.

      “Oh fuck, how are you so goddamn good at that?”

      All I hear is a muffled laugh as he takes me to the very brink of climax before rising and notching his cock at my entrance. He locks gazes with me for just long enough for me to nod my assent before he pushes into me. He goes slowly, which is torture, but I wouldn’t have it any other way. I groan and grab his shoulders, pulling him down on top of me.

      “Fuck, you feel good,” he murmurs against my throat as he begins to move. We’re wrapped around each other, hips driving against one another in perfect rhythm, and his pelvis manages to rub against my clit at just the perfect angle.

      “Oh god, just like that,” I say, holding tight while he rocks my world.

      He groans out his climax while my muscles spasm around him, then he all but collapses on top of me. Even though I just came, I almost wish we could keep going. Fucking Marco makes it easy to forget my other responsibilities, and I’d love to do nothing but stay cocooned inside this small space with him and avoid the world outside. The world out there wants too much from us, more than I really want to give. But in here, all that matters is what we’re willing to give each other. It’s a distraction, but I’m beginning to wonder whether I’d prefer it over the life I chose. The life I thought would be all I would ever have.

      He carefully withdraws and shifts to lay beside me, but doesn’t release me entirely. I curl on my side and face him, our noses nearly touching.

      “This keeps happening,” he says in a rough voice. “I’m starting to think you’re into me.”

      “I could say the same about you.”

      His expression darkens. “We need to be careful. If we blow your cover . . .”

      I sigh and close my eyes. “It wouldn’t be that big a stretch to believe Ana María is secretly banging one of her hot bodyguards, would it?”

      His jaw twitches and he rolls onto his back. “It’s an issue if you’re going to do the job you’re expected to do.”

      “An issue for who? For you? Because the only way I see it being an issue that she’s into sex is if said bodyguard catches feelings for her. You need to call it what it is, Marc . . . er, Desmond. If I’m going to seduce Amador, the fact that I’m a sex kitten works to our advantage. It’s plausible that I’d want to fuck him if I’m already fucking you.”

      A pained look crosses his face, and my heart clenches. I didn’t mention the flipside to the issue: What if I catch feelings for him?

      I scramble up and reach for my dress and panties, but he grabs my arm. “Sadie, don’t,” he says in a soft voice. “Don’t keep running away. We can do this.”

      “What is this, exactly?” I ask, ashamed at the bitterness in my tone.

      “What you said. It makes sense. But I want us to be on the level about what’s real or not, okay? I care about you. This isn’t nothing to me. I told you the first time, we know each other too well for you to shut me out.”

      I shoot a look over my shoulder and smirk. “That was the second time, but okay. What are you suggesting?”

      “We stay honest with each other.” He slowly releases my arm and drifts a light caress down my back that makes me shiver. “I admit, after Tasha I’m gun shy about sharing. But I’m going to have to get used to the idea of sharing you at some point. I don’t like it, but it’s true. But if you get there and decide you can’t go through with it, promise you’ll say something. We’ll figure out another way.”

      I swallow and stare down at the pile of clothes on my lap. “I’ve seen the photos of Amador. He’s not repulsive—far from it. If anything, what I worry about most is my lack of experience with men. What if I fuck things up by being clueless?”

      He remains silent, so I dart a cautious look over my shoulder at him and find him smirking.

      “What?” I turn and poke him in the side. He flinches and grabs for me, manages to catch hold of my arms, and pulls me down on top of him again.

      “You’re the most relentless person I know when it comes to your training. Why should this be any different? If you don’t know how to do a thing, you study, you practice. I’m here for you, Rocket.”

      “Oh yeah? And how’s that going to work when you cry uncle after I’ve sucked you dry learning how to give a proper blowjob? You said it yourself; I’m relentless.”

      He grins. “I’m willing to test that determination.”

      I pat his cheek. “That’s cute, but I’m serious. We have exactly three days for me to get up to speed. As fun as it’ll probably be, we need to take it seriously.”

      He sobers and tucks a hand under his head, regarding me. I can tell he has an idea, but he’s holding back. Finally, he says, “Maybe it’s not the worst thing in the world if you’re a little inexperienced?”

      I narrow my eyes. “You know that’s not how I roll. Also, I’m almost positive that’s not what you were about to say. Spit it out, Santos.”

      He huffs out a breath. “It just feels wrong to suggest this . . .”

      “But you’re going to do it anyway. Say it.”

      “Jake probably wouldn’t object to, ah, helping with your training.”
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      Saying it out loud leaves a strange taste in my mouth. Not bad, just  . . . weird, particularly when I consider the lengths Zane went to to avoid sharing Tasha with me. It makes me itch to suggest we bring Jake in on Sadie’s so-called training, but it also gives me an odd thrill. Maybe it’s just curiosity from being exposed to poly relationships that actually work recently. I can’t say I haven’t mulled over the logistics where my brother’s and sister’s romantic entanglements are concerned, but I have steered well clear of actually picturing either of them doing the deed.

      Sadie’s eyes widen and she lets out a laugh. “No fucking way. Besides, the way you just said it, you clearly hate the idea. You really don’t want to share me, do you?”

      “What I want is beside the point,” I say. “I’m more than happy to be your only training tool, but you and I both know I won’t be enough. Not in the timeframe we have. Just think about it.”

      She frowns down at me. “You’re serious, aren’t you? I’m not sure whether I should be hurt or not.”

      “You shouldn’t be. And I shouldn’t have to lay out the logic for you, either . . .” The devious spark in her eyes makes me trail off, and I narrow mine. “You just reverse psyched me, didn’t you?”

      “Sorry, you’re an easy mark. But seriously, if we’re going to bring Jake in, I want to make sure we’re clear on what this is.” She waves a hand, encompassing the small cargo area, which has grown warmer as we talk. I slide my hands down her back, cup her ass, and squeeze. At the same time, I lift my head to capture her mouth in a kiss. She moans into me, tilting her hips so her pelvis presses against the head of my flaccid cock, which twitches in renewed awareness of the horny, naked woman on top of me.

      “What this is,” I say when I release her, “is something I’m going to want more of after this op is over. I want you to myself when it’s all said and done.”

      “I knew it,” she says. “You really don’t like sharing, do you?”

      “No, but I will. Consider Jake practice for me as much as you.”

      She hums into my mouth when she resumes our kiss, this time reaching between us to grip my shaft. She strokes me to full hardness, then presses my tip to her opening and pushes down until I’m sunk deep before she begins fucking me with slow undulations of her hips.

      She really doesn’t need as much practice as she thinks—men aren’t that complicated. But one thing we know about Amador is that he’s bisexual, which means there’s a chance he won’t just want her, no matter how closely she resembles his old lover. If we’re going to gain his trust in order to get him to lower his defenses, we need to be prepared.

      I don’t think Jake will be a hard sell on helping with Sadie, but I also don’t want to blindside him with it. The three of us have always made a good team, so this should be easy.

      Just tell that to the dark dread creeping into my gut over the idea of letting a vicious killer touch either of them.
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      As expected, the staff on the yacht maintain a polite distance from us, but somehow always seem to be available when needed. I wasn’t involved in the transaction to secure this boat for the mission, but having met the man who loaned it to us, I’m not surprised the people he hired know what they’re doing. It helps that mealtimes are structured, so all we have to do is show up when a bell rings. I don’t know if this is normal luxury yacht protocol, or if Drake Stavros just knew what would work for a team of sailors.

      After lunch, Sadie excuses herself to go change, leaving me with Jake at the dining table. He sits back with a sated sigh and stares at me as I watch her disappear toward the foredeck and the hatch leading below.

      “This is getting serious, isn’t it? Do I need to worry?”

      “Only if you’re afraid of doing what needs to be done for the mission.” I redirect my gaze to him, holding steady until his eyebrows draw together and he sits forward, resting his elbows on the table.

      “I’m listening.”

      “She isn’t the only one who needs to be prepared to seduce the target, if it comes down to it. She’s just the safest bet.”

      I have to give him credit for not flinching. Sinner’s always had one of the best poker faces. But knowing him, he’s got to be feeling something. He finally betrays whatever must be going through his head with the slightest clearing of his throat.

      “If I’m understanding you correctly,” he begins in a careful, even tone, “you’re suggesting you and I need to, um, get used to the idea of same-sex contact. Sexual contact. Am I warm?”

      “Pretty much on the nose,” I say. “Right now, Sadie thinks she needs practice with men, so she needs you to step up because the way she trains, she’s going to go through me in a trice. I didn’t clue her in on the fact that you and I need it too. It can stay between us, if you want . . .”

      I trail off at the wide grin that spreads across his face, and can’t help but shake my head and laugh. “What the fuck? Are you into the idea?”

      “Dude, you know I’m a deviant fucker. You didn’t think I’d be into nailing you if I had a good excuse?”

      I blink at him, speechless. The asshole just laughs.

      “You’re wondering how you never knew this about me. Well, we all keep secrets to preserve relationships. I figured I’d let you in on it when the time came. And evidently that time is now.”

      “You and all those women . . .”

      He shrugs. “Who I remember by name, in case you forgot. I remember all the men too. And all the others who don’t fit into neat little boxes. I’m an equal opportunity lover, though it’s been a while. I admit I nearly hooked up with Chris Longo last night when you two kicked me out, but we were both too tired, so we just talked for a bit and fell asleep. He did give me some good insight into what makes Amador tick, though—details he left out during the interrogation. They were lovers.”

      I shove aside my shock and latch onto this like it’s a lifeline. “And?”

      “And this is a strategy I’d have employed without telling you, if it came down to it. I’m just glad to have it out in the open so we can work together instead.”

      “Seducing him yourself, you mean.”

      “Anything to make sure the op succeeds.”

      I open my mouth, but I’m not quite sure what to say. Finally I just spread my hands on the table. “I really wish you’d told me before. You know I’d have understood. You met my family, right?”

      “I know that now, but it’s not exactly the kind of thing you just drop on someone unless you have the right opportunity. So now you know. And the word you’re looking for is pansexual. I can be sexually attracted to anyone, regardless of sex, gender, gender identity, eye color, body shape—you name it. I draw the line at certain ideological leanings, though. Flat-Earthers do nothing for me.”

      That draws a laugh out of me. “So what you’re saying is you’ve secretly been jonesing for my ass all this time, and I never knew?”

      He snorts. “It isn’t like that, brother. I’m not some sex fiend. I obey social expectations. I respect boundaries. But tell me those boundaries are flexible and I will test them.” He rubs his hands together and grins. “And what you’re telling me now is that both you and Sadie need my help testing your own boundaries. I am all-fucking-in.”

      “Don’t overdo it, okay?” I say, aware of how tight my voice has gotten. Somehow his confession has thrown me off-balance. Maybe because I expected that I’d be the one having to coach the two of them along, even as poorly equipped as I am to do it. Letting Sinner take the wheel on this new endeavor kind of scares the fuck out of me.

      He seems to catch onto my hesitance and reaches out, resting a hand on top of mine and squeezing. “Listen, man. It’s scary to try new things, but I need you to trust me, okay? You and Rocket are like family to me. Just do your thing, if that’s what you’re most comfortable with. Just don’t try to hide it. No more running off to the cargo hold to fuck, not unless you expect me to come find you.”

      “How’d you know about that?”

      “You guys are pretty transparent, and it didn’t take long for me to figure out what ‘freshly fucked’ looks like on both of you. It’s cute as hell.”

      I snort a laugh and reach for my water glass, wishing it were a stiffer drink.

      “My point is that you don’t need to try that hard. I’ll do the heavy lifting. You just do what feels natural. As far as Sadie’s concerned, just tell her we talked and I’m on board with helping her train for optimum villain seduction. She doesn’t need to know about the other part in advance. At some point it’ll be obvious, though.”

      I heave a sigh, both relieved and apprehensive. I have to force myself to meet his gaze, but when I do, all I see is the same old Sinner. He’s amused, but I see no trace of his typical need to give me shit. For that, I’m grateful.

      “Thanks, brother. You’re a good friend.”

      “I’m pretty much good at everything. You’ll see,” he answers with a grin.
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      I don’t miss the glint in Jake’s eyes when I step out onto the pool deck later in my thong bikini. He gives me a small salute and a smirk from the rail of the bridge deck high above while I choose a lounger to relax on.

      As if on cue, one of the staff appears and asks if I want a refreshment. It’s a perfect opportunity to flex my Ana María Blanco muscles, so I request something rummy in my practiced Colombian accent. When she brings it back, I ask her to make sure I have privacy for the rest of the afternoon. It feels strange to behave like an entitled rich girl, but it’s also liberating.

      “Where’s Desi?” I call up to Jake, careful to use Marco’s alias when I’m referring to him out loud. “I need him to do my sunscreen.”

      “He’s around,” Jake says noncommittally. His gaze is far more direct and interested than I’m used to, coming from him. Not that I haven’t noticed him checking me out on occasion, but he’s usually very circumspect about it. Today his stare is overt and appreciative, betraying the fact that Marco must have discussed our plan with him.

      “Well, I need someone to do this for me. What about you?”

      “I’m here,” Marco calls, striding from the interior lounge in a pair of swim trunks. He looks irritated and shoots a wary glance up at Jake as he approaches.

      “What crawled up your ass?” I mutter when he sits on the edge of the lounger and takes the tube of sunscreen from me.

      “Nothing. Let’s do this. Roll over.”

      I adjust the back of the chair so it lies flat, then obediently show him my back.

      “You’re nervous about this, aren’t you?”

      He squeezes a blob of the cool lotion into the center of my back and starts to rub it in. His touch is firm, yet gentle, and I sigh as my body gives into some of the fatigue I didn’t realize until now was bound up tight in all my muscles. I’m definitely not used to being pampered, so I may as well take advantage of it while I have the chance.

      Marco doesn’t answer for a few moments, and it’s unlike him not to have something to say, so I crane my head back to check in. “Everything okay?”

      But the annoyed look is gone, and he just smiles. “Just enjoying the view. You’ve always been tough to get close to, so this is all uncharted territory for me. Having you at my mercy could be fun.”

      He playfully tugs at the tie of my bikini top, and it comes loose.

      “Hey!” I drop down flat again to avoid exposing my breasts, but he just keeps on with the sunscreen, spreading it over my upper back, then my lower.

      “The staff aren’t anywhere near this end of the ship, Sadie. We can do whatever we want. Maybe you’d like a chance to practice?”

      “Now? Out in the open?” I ask. I shoot a look up at Jake, who’s still just watching us.

      “He’ll come down if you want him to,” Marco says under his breath.

      “I think I’m good with you for now.”

      Now that the chance for proper practice is staring me in the face, I’m more apprehensive than I thought I’d be. Marco seems to sense this and shifts position, moving to straddle my hips.

      “Here, let’s get you relaxed. Drink a little.” He reaches for my cocktail and aims the straw at my mouth. I take a long swallow, then another, until the glass is dry and I have brain freeze. But once that fades, a warm buzz seeps through my body. Then he begins massaging my back for real, and he’s so fucking good at this, I have no choice but to relax.

      I don’t miss the moment when he releases the tie at my neck. The surrender to being slowly divested of what little clothing I have makes my insides warm, the heat sinking low and pooling between my thighs. When he shifts down my legs, he grabs the sides of my bikini bottoms and tugs them down. They cling to my pussy, and when they come free, he lets out a low growl.

      “See, I thought you were enjoying this more than you let on,” he says, moving back up to hover above me, mouth at my ear. He remains over me, sliding a hand down my back to cup one ass cheek and lightly coast his thumb between my wet folds. His touch is electrifying, and I moan, try to spread my legs, but he has me trapped.

      “How is this a lesson?” I complain.

      “Giving in and enjoying being a toy takes discipline. You like to take control, so now I’m forcing you to give it up. Lie still.”

      “Is Jake still watching?” I whisper.

      “Yep. Should I ask him to join us?”

      “Not yet. Not until you run out of steam.”

      “I can go a while. You have more than one hole to fill, you know.”

      That forces me to stop and imagine all the possibilities I hadn’t considered. Don’t get me wrong, I have a filthy mind, but until recently, the idea of what to do with a dick didn’t take up much real estate beyond fucking one.

      “I don’t see how that’s going to matter if Amador only has one dick to fill me with.”

      “What if he invites me to join you? Are you going to be able to suck one of us while the other fucks you? Focus matters. You know this as well as anyone.”

      He keeps rubbing his thumb up and down my crease as he talks, making it more and more difficult to do exactly that. Then he finds my clit with his fingers, and I lose the entire thread of our conversation.

      “Fuck. What do you want me to do?”

      He doesn’t answer, but the approach of booted footsteps tells me I’m getting my lesson whether I like it or not. Jake’s cargo pants come into view, and I crane my head to look up at him. The front of his pants bulge with his erection. Man, that must be uncomfortable, but he doesn’t seem to care as he crouches to look into my eyes.

      “You ready for this, Rocket?”

      “Ready for what?” I challenge, giving him a defiant look even as Marco pushes his thumb into my pussy and teases my G-spot until I gasp. Somehow with my legs clamped tight together, the sensations are magnified.

      Jake’s gaze shifts down and he licks his lips. It takes him a second to re-focus on my face. “You’re about to get your first lesson on how to suck my dick. Have you ever done it before?”

      “Sucked your dick? Wouldn’t you remember if I had?”

      “Any dick, smartass.”

      “Nope. How hard can it be?” I grin up at him, and he chuckles at my double entendre.

      He nods to Marco. “Get her on her hands and knees.”

      The lounge is cushioned, so it’s no trial to get up on my hands and knees. Marco keeps teasing the fuck out of my pussy, giving it slow caresses and rubbing my clit just enough to torture me. I guess the lesson here is endurance as much as focus, but I’ll be damned if I crack under the pressure.

      Jake straddles the flat back of the lounger in front of me and sits, then reclines, resting his elbows at the very edge of the cushion at the top. His groin is on full display, within reach, and he nods toward it.

      “Let’s see what you’ve got. Take me out and put me in your mouth.”

      I reach for his pants and unfasten his belt, startled to realize my mouth is actually watering. I’ve eaten my share of pussies, but never had the pleasure of sucking a dick before, so this should be fun, right?

      Behind me, Marco shifts, and I glance back in time to see him slip out of his shorts. The difficulty level just went up, because knowing he’s back there with his cock out is going to be distracting as hell. Especially when he moves back into position behind me and starts rubbing the head of his cock up and down my spread pussy.

      Focus, Watts.

      Jake chuckles when I pause after lowering his zipper. The thick, hard ridge of his cock is still covered in the stretchy cotton of his boxer briefs, but every contour is evident. I glance at him for guidance.

      “Do I just yank it out? Do I tease it first?”

      “Why not do whatever your instincts tell you to do, and we’ll go from there?” he answers.

      I scowl, because I thought I’d at least get some guidelines. But I didn’t have any the first time I went down on a woman, and it worked out fine. I decide to treat it like that, only in this case, the clit is much easier to find.

      I grip him through his shorts, rubbing my palm up his length. He’s as big as Marco, but thicker in the middle, with a curve to the left. When I get to the elastic waistband, his tip is already exposed, so I lean forward and dart out my tongue, teasing the tip of it through the slit at the head of his cock.

      “Fuck yes,” Jake mutters, raising a hand to my head. “More.”

      I grab the elastic and yank it down his length until it catches just behind his balls. I glance down at them and smile. “Did you wax these for me?” I ask.

      He grunts in amusement. “It just feels better, but if you want to believe that, go right ahead.”

      “Can I suck on them?”

      “Yes, just be careful.”

      I bend down and lave my tongue across one, then open my mouth and take it inside, swirling my tongue over the skin. It’s delicate and warm, and I suck gently, listening closely to his reactions. He’s tense, as if afraid I might hurt him, but I’m careful not to use my teeth.

      After a second, I release him with a slick pop and go for the other, but this time I begin slowly stroking his shaft with my fist.

      “Holy fuck,” he mutters. “You don’t need practice.”

      I hum around his ball, then release it and laugh. “Don’t you dare tell me I’m a fucking natural.”

      “Never. You haven’t made me come yet. See if you can get me there at the same time as Marco gets you off.”

      I glance back at the beefy SEAL still torturing me with his dick. He grins and gives my ass a little smack. “You ready to be fucked, sweetheart?”

      “I had you pegged wrong all this time, Santos. You are definitely not a Saint.”

      He holds my stare as he positions his cock at my entrance and slowly pushes in. “Are you telling me the way this feels isn’t heaven?”

      I have no words as he starts off with quick, short strokes, knowing full well that’s what drives me crazy. I have to force myself to focus on Jake again and fumble with his dick as I wrap my lips around his head.

      He touches my cheek lightly. “Careful with your teeth. Otherwise you’re doing great.”

      I adjust the angle of my head, struggling to maintain control amid the welling need to push back against Marco’s thrusts, to get him deeper inside me. I wrap both fists around Jake’s shaft as I take him into my mouth, letting the saliva pool and coat his shaft to lubricate my grip. Then I start to slowly bob my head, sucking him as hard as I dare while I use both hands to squeeze and stroke.

      Both men let out deep, harmonized groans, which is the most galvanizing sound. I moan in response, far more into being spit-roasted than I thought I’d ever be. Marco finally thrusts deeper, grabbing hold of my hips and pulling me back on his cock. I work with the rhythm he sets, sucking Jake faster as my own pleasure builds.

      “So fucking close. Can you make us all come together, Rocket?”

      I hum my agreement, even though I don’t think I have any control over shit right now. I just know I’m close, and I can sense Marco’s close too. He reaches around my hip and finds my clit, as sure a sign as any that he’s teetering on the edge if he’s pushing to get me there too.

      I release one hand from Jake’s cock and cup his balls, which are slick with a coating of saliva. I slide my fingers behind them and tease at his taint, then find his asshole and press a wet fingertip against it. All I know is that if I’m close, this is something that’ll put me over the edge. I’d go deeper if Jake’s pants weren’t in the way. Next time, I’m going to insist that we’re all naked.

      “Holy fuck!” Jake bellows when my fingertip breaches his ass.

      Events converge into a pinpoint then. My climax barrels into me like a freight train just as Jake’s hot cum jets into my mouth. I wasn’t prepared and had no plan for it, so I just swallow, startled by the strange salty-sweetness of it.

      Marco digs his fingers into my hips and drives deep, holding me tight against his pelvis while his cock spasms inside me.

      I release Jake and cling to his bare hips, forehead pressed against his upper thigh as I take big gulps of air. My body feels on fire from the intensity of my orgasm, but I think it’s as much from the awareness of what just happened.

      “You okay?” A hand squeezes my shoulder—Marco’s. Jake is still gently caressing my head. I’m afraid to look, but when I do, I see nothing but satisfaction on his unnaturally handsome face. I sit back on my heels and Marco pulls me back against his chest, so I give in and let him hold me. Jake remains as he is, propped back on his elbows with his half-hard cock still exposed.

      “I’m better than expected,” I say.

      “You are, at that,” Jake says appraisingly. “The stunt you pulled with your finger is a dangerous one. Not all men are into that.”

      “But you are.”

      “I may have had a little more ass action than you’d expect, so yeah, I’m into it.” His gaze flicks to Marco, then back to me. “More men should be, if you ask me.”

      I turn my head to look at Marco. “Do you like ass play?”

      He shrugs. “I’ve never tried. But isn’t it more important to know what our target would or wouldn’t be into?”

      “Amador is into it,” Jake says.

      My eyes widen in surprise. “How the fuck would you know?”

      “Chris Longo told me a few of Amador’s deeper secrets—things he didn’t share with you because he didn’t realize part of the plan would involve appealing to his libido. Amador’s a power bottom. He loves getting railed hard by the right guy, but I think we should also explore the possibility of pegging. You assert yourself well enough with him, he might let you.”

      “Are we going to be there long enough to get that involved?” Marco asks.

      “Doesn’t matter,” I say, rising and moving to the adjacent lounger before lying down again. I came out here to work on my tan, so that’s what I intend to do. “We’ll do whatever we need to do to get him to let down his guard. If it means instigating a Caligula-style orgy on the first night, that’s what we’ll do.”

      I roll onto my belly and rest my cheek on my forearms, facing the men. Jake’s staring at Marco, who holds his gaze for a split-second before tearing it away to look at me as he clears his throat. His face is red, and I don’t think it’s from fucking me moments ago.

      I put it together and have to suppress a smile; Marco just figured out that he and Jake might be on the menu for this guy too. Somehow I’m less surprised that Jake isn’t freaking out about it as well.

      But the idea of anyone else touching Marco makes my gut twist into knots. I don’t know what the fuck to do with these feelings, but I have to give Marco credit for not wanting to share me, now that it’s possible I might have to share him.
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      Jake levels me with a challenging stare, followed by a smirk as he tucks his dick away and zips up. I’m not ready to go there yet, but I feel like I should’ve at least taken a step closer to breaking that ice. I grit my teeth as I slip back into my swim trunks and lie down, eyes clenched shut and forearm thrown across my face, trying to ward off the bubbling anxiety over what might be expected of me later.

      “Hey,” Sadie says, resting a hand on my arm. “You okay?”

      “Peachy,” I say without looking at her. She sighs and pokes me in the ribs.

      “Liar. Talk to me. Honesty, remember?”

      “It’s nothing, really. Just . . . sharing you feels weird.” God, I am such a dishonest fuck.

      “Look at me, Marco.”

      I reluctantly move my arm and open my eyes. The look of tender concern is the last thing I expect to see on Sadie Watts’ face, and it melts my resolve entirely. But it doesn’t help to realize I’m very likely falling for her, hard and fast.

      “What?” I ask.

      “Tell me what’s really wrong, unless you want me to guess. I know it isn’t about sharing me.”

      “We probably won’t need to go that far anyway. Most guys are good with a blowjob and it’s lights out.”

      “We both know Amador isn’t most guys. Chris told us he was a kinky bastard. He didn’t share the part about him being bi, but we should’ve inferred as much from the intel we do have. Is that what this is about? You’re sketched out about having to maybe touch another man’s junk?”

      My cheeks flame hot and I have trouble swallowing, but I force myself to hold her gaze as I shake my head.

      She narrows her eyes. “You’re ashamed to do it in front of me, aren’t you? You do realize I’m bisexual, right? And Jake is . . . he’s something, but I don’t know what yet.”

      “He says he’s pansexual.”

      She makes an “O” of realization and glances up to the bridge deck, where Jake’s resumed his station as sentinel, looking over the bow of the ship. He salutes and I scowl back, which earns me a shit-eating grin in response. Fucker.

      “Then this should be easy,” she says. “If I can get over being touched by someone besides you, you should be able to endure having someone else touch you besides me.”

      “That isn’t . . .” I stop and press my lips together. Sadie laughs.

      “See, you’re not as hard to read as you think.”

      “Get out of my head, Rocket,” I grumble.

      She rises and moves to my chair, then straddles me, grabbing both sides of my head as she leans over and kisses me. I sigh into it and wrap my arms around her. Somehow holding her sun-warmed, naked body makes every last shred of tension disappear.

      It’s crazy how fucking fast this feeling grew—my desire for this woman coupled with an absolute need to possess and be possessed by her. Sharing her was hot as fuck, but that doesn’t mean I want to make a habit of it.

      When what she said sinks in, I pull back and smile. “You like me best, don’t you?”

      “Hmm? What makes you say that?”

      “You had to get over being touched by someone besides me.”

      She drops her cheek to my shoulder and curls her arms beneath my shoulders, squeezing me as much as she can in this position. “It isn’t just that. Polyamory is sort of how I’m wired, but I’m learning that despite that, I can be pretty possessive too. As far as I’m concerned, you’re mine, Marco Santos—Desmond Whatever. Even though I never had an issue sharing Katrina, for some reason sharing you isn’t any more enticing a proposition to me as sharing me is to you.

      “But if I let go of that hang-up, the idea of seeing you and Jake fool around is the hottest thing I could imagine. Promise me you’ll give it a shot. Get past that hurdle, and the rest will come easily. The op will go better if you’re not second-guessing things, should Amador decide he’s into you.”

      I take a breath and tilt my head so I can look into her eyes. “I should’ve told you to begin with when I realized that might be a possibility. You knowing and being okay with it helps.”

      “Just remember who you belong to,” she says, staring into my eyes. I hold her gaze, my heart thudding loudly in my chest. This is all suddenly almost too real, but having something real to hold onto through this op is going to be necessary if we’re going to make it out with our sanity.

      “The same goes for you.”
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      The dinner bell rings just as Jake drops anchor in Grand Harbour. We’ll be here wooing potential buyers of the submarine, and hoping Amador takes the bait and shows up to throw his own hat into the ring.

      Jake settles into his seat at the dinner table and digs into the meal with the same sense of urgency as I do. Sadie’s picking at her food, though, which is unlike her. She shifts her gaze between both of us, and I put down my fork.

      “You look like you’re scheming,” I say. “We already have a plan. We have meetings lined up for tomorrow night with a few big players who came to check out the equipment. Has Amador shown any signs of coming yet?”

      “He’s been checking into Ana,” Sadie says, “and has spent a good bit of time asking around about the model of submarine we’re carrying. There’s no way he’ll be able to resist coming to take a look.”

      “Then what’s with the shifty look, Watts?” I ask.

      She clears her throat and Jake stops eating, giving her an impatient look.

      “I figured we could nail down some of Ana’s other interests while we’re here,” Sadie says. “There’s a private sex club in George Town. I think the three of us should go.”

      “Is that all? Sounds fun,” Jake says. “Tonight?”

      “Tomorrow,” Sadie says. “I’ve also put the word out that I’m only here for a few days. I’m showing it off tomorrow, then opening an auction up for bids via the dark web at dawn the next morning. But the auction only lasts three hours. This should light a fire under Amador and get him here, and if he’s as kinky as Chris said, he won’t balk at my chosen meeting spot. The other meetings are already scheduled for earlier in the day so if he finally makes the call we’ll have to tell him the only time we have available is the last meeting of the day.”

      Jake nods, then smirks at me. “That’ll give Saint Marco some time to loosen up.”

      “I’m loose,” I say.

      “The hell you are. You shut down seconds after our session earlier today. I’d have hung around longer, if I didn’t think you needed some space.”

      I sit back and glare at him. “Fine. I admit I could relax a little, but this is going to take more than one three-way to get me used to the idea.”

      “It was your idea, I should point out,” Jake says. “Please don’t tell me I’m going to have to hold your hand through this. Because hand-holding doesn’t even scratch the surface of what you need to get comfortable with.”

      “I’m starting to think I should lock you two in a room alone for the night,” Sadie says.

      “That isn’t necessary.” I pick up my fork and start eating again. “Sinner’s just being a dick. I’ll be fine.”

      “Good.” She finishes eating, downs the rest of her drink, then pushes away from the table. “Meet me in my room in an hour. We have training to do.”

      Once she’s gone, I just stare at my food. The second helping of one of the best lasagnas I’ve ever had just stares back at me.

      “You should eat. You’ll need your energy, because I have a feeling she’s going to put us through our paces later.”

      “Honestly, I’m less worried about that than you’d think,” I say.

      “Then what’s eating at you, brother?”

      “I think I’m in love with her.”

      “No shit.”

      I give him an incredulous look. “You’re telling me you knew?”

      “You two have danced around each other for years. I knew she was into you before she did, so it isn’t that big a stretch that you two would wind up feeling things. But I get the feeling that isn’t the problem here, is it?”

      “No. Obviously I’m fine with the feelings. What I’m less fine with is . . .” I clear my throat.

      “Seeing me touch her.”

      I wave a hand. “Nah, I trust you. I just don’t know if I’m going to be down with anyone else doing it.”

      “Well, get used to the idea, because we can’t flip out if it comes to that. I’ll run interference at the club tomorrow so you can rest easy. Tonight, try to focus on getting comfortable with me. Trust me, being with a guy can be a hell of a lot of fun. Besides, in case you’ve forgotten, Sadie technically finished a version of SEAL training, so she’s earned the right to see us kiss.”
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      Hopefully Marco gets over whatever’s eating him by tomorrow night. I left him and Jake alone with the intention of letting Jake work on him to sort out his hang-ups, assuming it isn’t all about me.

      An hour later when they knock on my door, both of them seem pretty chill, so much so that I surreptitiously check Marco’s breath when I kiss him, expecting to smell booze. He’s stone-cold sober, though.

      I’m in shorts and a tank top and climb onto the king-sized bed, plumping the pillows at the center of the headboard and sitting back against them while the two of them stand in the middle of the room, evidently waiting for a command.

      “Do I need to give orders? Because I will,” I say. “This is for you to get comfy with another man, Marco. So, get to it.”

      They’re both in their bodyguard gear of cargo pants and T-shirts. Jake looks half-hard already, but surprisingly, Marco starts to strip first. He glances at me with a smirk after he tosses his T-shirt my way and I catch it, burying my face in the soft, Marco-scented warmth of it.

      “I didn’t know you’d be into voyeurism,” he says.

      “Honestly, I hope you hurry up so I can be a Sadie sandwich again. Now hurry up. Molest each other.” I wave a hand, and Jake laughs.

      “I’m glad you two are having fun,” Marco says with amusement.

      “This is fun,” Jake says, stepping closer and taking over unfastening Marco’s belt. He moves in so tight their noses nearly touch and looks down, pausing long enough to slide his hand down and cup Marco through his pants. “I need to be honest, though. After all those showers we shared, I can’t deny I had some less-than-innocent thoughts about you both. So this is possibly a lot more fun for me than I first let on.”

      Marco grunts when Jake squeezes his cock. He raises a hand hesitantly to cup the back of Jake’s neck, then moves in.

      “Did you think about this?” he asks before clamping his mouth over Jake’s in a hungry kiss.

      His lack of hesitance surprises me, and my mouth drops open for a second before I close it again and just stare. I know what an amazing kisser he is, so my body flushes with heat watching them go at it.

      Jake closes the narrow gap between them, hooking one hand behind Marco’s head and tilting to deepen their kiss. Their hips rock together, and it’s evident that they’re both hard now.

      It’s a challenge to stay put and let them have their moment, because my filthy fantasy wants to get them naked faster and touch them both. But Marco needs the one-on-one time, so I’m going to let him explore to his heart’s content. He’ll let me know when he’s ready for me to get in on the action.

      A few seconds into the kiss, Marco makes a muffled sound of protest and pulls back. He’s breathing heavily, his cheeks flushed when he glances at me. Jake leaves his hand resting against Marco’s neck.

      “Take your time. We don’t need to rush it if it’s too much,” Jake says.

      Marco lets out a shaky breath, closes his eyes briefly, and nods. “I’m good. It’s just a lot to absorb.”

      “What’s the verdict so far?” I ask. “You game to keep going?”

      He glances at Jake, who is still so close I could barely squeeze a quarter between them, then back at me. He tilts his chin. “I want you naked and touching yourself. If you’re just going to watch, I want to know you’re getting off on it.”

      I grin and rise to my knees. “Oh, you’re damn right I’m getting off on this.” I strip out of my clothes and lie back again, bending my knees and widening them just enough to give them both a good view.

      “This what you wanted?” I ask, dropping one hand between my legs and spreading myself open for them. I’m soaked, which I’m sure they can tell. My clit throbs, so I give it a light stroke, but stop because if I do much more, I’ll spoil my enjoyment of their little show.

      Marco licks his lips, then turns back to Jake. “Let’s give her what she wants,” he says, then slams his mouth onto Jake’s once more. He tugs at Jake’s shirt and gets it off, and the pair are all hands after that.

      Jake’s movements betray his experience, but Marco’s are more exploratory, more hesitant. He runs his palms over Jake’s smooth chest, grazing his knuckles across Jake’s nipples. Jake shivers, and Marco releases the kiss. “You like this?”

      “I like everything,” Jake says, his voice deep with promise.

      Marco moves to sit at the foot of the bed, pulling Jake around to face him, then leans in and sucks Jake’s nipples until he grips Marco’s head and forces him to stop. “They get a little too sensitive after a bit.”

      “Then let me suck on something else.”

      Marco yanks Jake’s pants open and pushes them down his hips, dragging his boxers along with them. His thick cock springs out, and Marco barely hesitates. His back and shoulders expand with a deep breath as if he’s bracing himself, then he carefully cups Jake’s balls with one hand and grips his shaft with the other.

      “Spread your legs a little,” Marco says, and Jake silently obeys. He rests his hands on Marco’s shoulders, staring down at him like he’s seeing him for the first time, then he looks at me, and the pleasure he’s experiencing is written plainly on his face.

      “You want to come take a lesson, Rocket? Because this is what it looks like to blow a man’s mind.”

      I crawl to Marco’s back and lean in, pressing my naked breasts against his back. “Don’t mind me, I’m just watching and learning,” I say, resting a chin on his shoulder. He turns his head briefly to brush a kiss against my cheekbone before returning his attention to the cock and balls he’s fondling.

      It’s like that time he disarmed the IED without gear, which was probably the dumbest, but also the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen Santos do, at least until now. We’d only recently completed our EOD training, and it was our first time out. He’d never done it before, but he knew how they worked, and we didn’t have time for him to suit up properly.

      Now he tests Jake’s responses like he’s studying which wires to cut, and it’s as fascinating as it is arousing.

      “Do you like this?” Marco asks, giving Jake’s balls a tug. Jake shudders and tilts his hips toward Marco. Marco chuckles. “I take that as a yes. How ‘bout I just keep doing things and you tell me if I’m hot or cold when it comes to turning you on? There’s one thing I already know you like, thanks to her.”

      He lifts his hand to his mouth and inserts two fingers, coating them liberally in saliva, then returns them between Jake’s thighs. He slips them behind his balls, and Jake widens his stance a little more. I watch his face intently as Marco begins stroking his cock with one hand while slowly pushing his fingers into Jake’s ass. Jake’s breath comes out in a gust and he squeezes Marco’s shoulders.

      “Fuck, that’s hot.”

      “Thought so,” Marco says. “What about this?”

      He dips his head and laves his tongue around the head of Jake’s cock, then slides his lips down and begins to suck and stroke at the same time. His big hand covers more of Jake’s shaft and he squeezes as he strokes, digging his thumb along the underside. Jake grunts, trembling.

      “Slower, or I’m going to blow right down your throat.”

      But Marco doesn’t slow down—the bastard speeds up, working his hand farther between Jake’s thighs as he pumps his fingers harder into him, sucking him deeper with every thrust.

      “Marco, I fucking warned you,” Jake grits. Then his body seizes and he groans, raising one hand to Marco’s head and throwing his own back with a yell.

      Marco slows and makes a humming sound deep in the back of his throat, but keeps pumping. After a second, I see more than saliva coating Jake’s thick shaft. Creamy semen drips from between Marco’s lips and the smooth, veiny skin of Jake’s cock. He slurps it all up like a porn star, which is hot as hell.

      After a second, he finally slows and withdraws, flushed and breathless as he stares up at Jake.

      “How’s my technique, boss?”

      Jake just stares at him, catching his own breath and looking like he needs to sit down.

      “Ten out of fucking ten. Jesus save me.” I give him a mock look of disappointment and he laughs. “Don’t worry, Rocket, you were a solid nine and a half, but he has a few advantages.” Looking back at Marco, he adds, “Now it’s your turn.”

      With that, he drops to his knees in front of Marco and reaches for his pants. Marco eagerly helps him, and I move out of the way for him to lean back while Jake returns the favor.

      “Oh, fuck yes,” Marco mutters, lifting his hips as Jake sucks him in to the hilt. He practically unhinges his jaw, and I swear the man must have zero gag reflex to manage such a feat. He gives Marco’s cock one long, slow suck before pulling off and pointing at Marco.

      “Lie flat. Rocket, you get yours now. Sit on his face.”

      I perk up and grin at Marco. “My favorite thing ever.”

      He laughs and does as requested. I am more than ready for this and sling a leg over his shoulder, letting him grab my hips and guide me where he needs me.

      “Goddamn,” I say as his first lick hits home. This is a wet dream I didn’t even know I should’ve been having all this time.

      Jake’s deep-throating Marco while Marco shoves his talented tongue into my pussy. He has me at the edge in no time and I rock my hips faster, unable to stop. But it isn’t until he lifts his head and darts his tongue out to tease my tight sphincter that I lose it. I drop down, burying my face against his belly, mere inches from where Jake’s still rhythmically sucking Marco’s cock.

      “Finish him, honey,” Jake says, and it takes me a second to realize he’s holding Marco’s cock in front of me like an offering. I reach for him and wrap my hands around Marco’s shaft to take him into my mouth, only half-aware that Jake has other plans. He’s evidently returning all the favors when he produces two saliva-coated fingers and presses them between Marco’s cheeks.

      “Holy shit, seriously?” Marco asks, pulling his legs together.

      “Open up. I promise I’ll be quick, and you can tell me after whether it’s a no-go for a second round.”

      Marco relaxes and I resume my sucking, but go slower because I want to see this. He reluctantly lifts his heels to the bed and Jake goes in, bending down to suck on Marco’s balls while he pushes his fingers deeper.

      Marco grabs hold of my hips again, his hot breaths against my core making me tingle with renewed need. I don’t think I could come again, but the ache in my core suggests I’d really love to be fucked, at the very least. But if this works out, I’ll probably have to wait a little while before either of them are ready.

      “Suck him,” Jake commands and I get moving again, hyper-aware of how Marco’s in the process of imploding underneath me. Then Jake makes a little twist of his wrist and Marco digs his fingers into my hips hard. I suck him faster, but a split-second later, his cock spasms, shooting hot cum against my tongue.

      It isn’t until a few seconds after I catch my breath that I feel the sting on my thigh. I scramble off Marco and look down, laughing when I find deep red teeth marks.

      “Sorry,” he says, eyes half-closed and body completely relaxed.

      “Why? I didn’t realize you secretly wanted to mark me. That’s kind of sweet.” More than that, I get a pang of disappointment that he didn’t bite deeper.

      A deep, lazy chuckle rises from his chest and he shakes his head. “Sorry you didn’t finish. Climb back on, my tongue still works.”

      He reaches for me, or tries to anyway, but his arm falls back to the bed.

      “Yeah, it can be like that the first time you get a prostate massage,” Jake says. “I’ve got you, Rocket.”

      He climbs onto the bed at my feet and grabs one of my ankles, easily dragging me toward him. The next thing I know, he’s buried his face between my thighs, and I’ve forgotten how to think.

      “But Marco . . . Oh fuck, don’t stop!”

      Jake hoists one knee over his shoulder, pushing my other leg wide, and licks me from asshole to clit and back.

      I shoot an apologetic look to Marco, but he seems content to just watch. His gaze travels from Jake’s head up to my face, then he rallies and pushes up onto his elbow and leans in close.

      “You are so fucking beautiful,” he murmurs as he brushes his lips over mine. When I moan, he deepens our kiss, and with one hand begins gently teasing my nipples.

      I’m fucking done-for, but the hot sensation deep inside me is more than just lust. It’s something more. Because what I saw in his eyes just now had nothing to do with sex—it ran deeper, so much deeper I fell in, and I don’t know if I’ll ever climb back out.

      But I also don’t know if I want to.
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      I sucked another man’s dick, and the world didn’t end. However, despite him returning the favor, I don’t have any urge to snuggle Jake the way I want to curl up around Sadie and hold onto her until we both can’t breathe. She’s writhing around too much right now, though, so I satisfy myself with kissing her and playing with her breasts while Jake takes her for a ride with his tongue.

      He is one talented motherfucker, so it’s no wonder she loses her mind within a few seconds, digging her fingernails into my shoulder hard enough to hurt. I can’t complain, though; I lost control and bit her a few minutes ago, so fair’s fair.

      A moment later, she collapses into a puddle the way I did after being subjected to the Sinner treatment. Jake leans back on his haunches and takes us both in, then grins.

      “Well, looks like my work here is done. You two enjoy your evening. I’ll be in my bunk.”

      He doesn’t even bother to dress; he just grabs his clothes and saunters off naked. But his cabin is just down the hall, so he doesn’t have far to go.

      “Should we have asked him to stay?” Sadie says, pushing up onto her elbows.

      I glance over my shoulder at her. “Did you want him to stay?”

      She frowns, then shrugs. “I don’t know. Seems like that’s what you do after a guy gives you the best orgasm of your life.”

      I scowl, and she playfully smacks my chest with the back of her hand. “I meant you . . . your orgasm. Obviously the one I just had doesn’t compare to the ones you give me.”

      “No, you don’t need to lie to me to preserve my ego. He’s earned being the best at something after taking second place behind us at just about everything else.”

      “It has kind of always been his claim to fame—being good at sex, I mean. Now we both know he’s earned it. Now come here.” She grabs my upper arm and drags me back down. “This is what I live for . . . the post-sex cuddle.”

      She rolls over and scoots back, practically shoving her ass into my groin. I can’t deny I love it, though. I curl my arm around her and bury my face in her hair, inhaling deeply. She smells like sex, which is a turn-on, but I’m too spent to do more than hold her now.

      Within just a few minutes, her breathing slows and evens out, and my eyelids go heavy, but a slight chill in the air prompts me to urge her up so we can crawl under the covers together. I turn out the bedside lamp, then resume our cuddle.

      “I don’t want this to end.” Her voice is barely a whisper, so I’m not sure I’ve heard her properly.

      “Hmm?”

      “This moment. Right now, with you. I feel like I have everything I want. I don’t want it to end.”

      I’m at a loss, my chest tightening. I squeeze my eyes shut tighter and press my lips to her cheek, seeking out her hand where it rests on the mattress in front of her. She threads her fingers through mine.

      “After this op is over, let’s talk, okay? Until then . . . it’s probably safer for us both if we don’t say the thing I think we’re both thinking.”

      She heaves a sigh, and nods. “Then you should probably go back to your own room.”

      “I should, shouldn’t I?” I say. But she makes no move to extricate herself from my hold, and I make no move to release her.
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      Jake and I are up before dawn, taking advantage of the dark to take the submarine for a spin and put it through its paces for an hour so we’re both up to speed on its operation. It’s a pretty sweet little piece of machinery that almost makes me regret leaving the SEALs, but the chance of me ever operating something like this would’ve been rare enough as it was. Equipment like this is reserved for rich assholes like Drake Stavros—the kind of guys with more money than they know what to do with, so they can afford to blow a few million on fancy toys without even batting an eye. She packs some serious power and handles like she’s twice as heavy as she looks. If I didn’t know better, I’d think we were delivering the thing already filled with several kilos of heroin.

      She even has retractable gear that allows us to drive her up the ramp back into the hold, which we do just as the sky is starting to grow pink with the dawn. Jake secures the tiedowns, then we hop back inside and I record a video tour of the interior while Jake does his best Vanna White impression for the viewer and talks through the various features, right down to the combination locks on all the cargo lockers. Hopefully Sadie has the codes for them, because it’d make us look really stupid if the buyer had to break into the things to use them. Finally we give the sub a once-over, making sure she’s pristine and ready to be sold.

      When we make it back up on deck, we’re greeted by a blur of tiny woman streaking around the main deck like a . . . well, like a rocket. We’re both in our workout gear already, so we do a few calisthenics, then catch her on her next lap. It is arguably one of the nicer features of this boat that the main deck wraps entirely around so there are no obstacles in our path. Not that we aren’t trained to handle obstacles, but sometimes it’s nice not to have to think about it and just get into the zone when you run.

      Jake and I have to work to keep up with her—which is crazy, considering how short she is—but she’s been at this longer than we have. Not only did she always outrank us, having attended the Naval Academy before enlisting, she’s also two years older. I think her birthday’s close to my brother Mason’s, making them almost exactly the same age. She doesn’t show any signs of flagging, though, and I have to work to keep pace. Man, I am fucking losing my edge.

      “Uncle!” Jake cries, laughing and slowing down, then stopping and panting as he braces his hands on his knees. “Jesus, Rocket. What the hell did you put in your Grape Nuts this morning? Methamphetamines?”

      “I’m just getting started. Don’t tell me you’re out of juice already.”

      She’s flushed and sweaty, which betrays her exertion, but she also looks like she could still go another half-dozen laps. I peel off my T-shirt and wipe the sweat off my face. When I pull it away, I catch her eyeing my chest, then her gaze slips to my groin and she licks her lips. She looks damn good herself wearing nothing but tiny shorts and a snug sports bra, every inch of muscle on her petite frame tight and toned.

      Jake chuckles and turns to leave. “From the eye-fucking going on, I’m guessing you two are going to finish your workout in the shower. I’ll catch you at lunch and we can go over the plan.” He smacks my ass on his way by, then heads for the stairs.

      “I’m down with that suggestion,” I say.

      Sadie smiles as she pushes past me, patting my chest. “I’m thinking a little delayed gratification is in order today. It’ll keep us sharp tonight. If it goes well, we can revisit the idea when we get back to the boat.”

      “Aye, aye, Commander Watts,” I say, falling into step beside her. The stairs down to the lower deck are too narrow for us both, so I take the rear, getting my fill of her tight ass, because it’s all I’m going to get of it until later.

      “Any bites from Amador on the dark web message you posted?”

      “No, but we have three potentials lined up. They’re live buyers, but as you know, they’re just for show. Regardless of who offers more, we’re going to play it as if Amador’s bid is highest, which I have a feeling it will be anyway, once he meets us. He won’t know what hit him. If he’s even half as into you as I am, he’ll do whatever it takes to bring you home with him.”

      She tosses a coy grin over her shoulder at me. “Maybe, but I have a feeling you and Jake will really sell it. Fair warning, I plan to act like you’re my sexy puppets. So be prepared to jump when I say so, okay? I already know Jake’s down with the whole idea, but I need you on board too.”

      “I’ll take it as it comes, I guess,” I say, stopping at the door to my own cabin, which I’ve spent all of five minutes in so far. Sadie grabs my arm.

      “I mean it, Marco. We need to sell the bi thing. I know you went along with things last night, but you haven’t said anything since. If you get spooked by it, we need to have a backup plan.”

      I glance at Jake’s closed cabin door across the hall from mine. I can hear the shower running inside, and I make myself think about him naked and soapy. Maybe he’s even jerking himself off in there, thinking about the two of us. Or thinking about tonight. Then I picture what we did last night, only Amador is in Jake’s place, all dark-eyed and swarthy just like his photos.

      It’s just a mental exercise, testing my own reaction to the idea, and the fact that my dick starts to get hard is enough proof for me. I point at the front of my shorts and Sadie tilts her head.

      “What? You popping wood in front of me is supposed to ease my mind? You were staring at my ass all the way down here.”

      “No, me getting hard thinking about Jake jerking off, then imagining Amador where Jake was in our threesome yesterday . . .”

      “Which one?” she asks, cocking her head and leaning in the doorway.

      “The second one. Sucking each other off. Not the one where you were between us. I draw the line at picturing you with him, if that’s okay.”

      Her grin softens and she stretches up to kiss me, then pulls back with her hands linked around the back of my neck. “That’s fine with me, but I hope you don’t mind if I get myself off in the shower later thinking about how hot you looked with Jake’s cock down your throat.”

      “Actually, I do mind,” I say, tightening my grip around her waist and pushing backward through my door, carrying her with me. I kick the door closed as I bend to kiss her again. She responds with fervor, hauling herself higher and hooking her legs around my waist. I rock into her, groaning at the heat of her core rubbing against my stiff shaft through the barrier of our shorts.

      “Marco,” she breathes when I release her mouth to yank up her sports bra and tongue her breast.

      “Don’t fucking tell me to stop, Sadie,” I say. I keep one arm braced under her ass and slide the fingers of my other hand up the back of her thigh, pushing it between the fabric covering her crotch and her hot, slick pussy. When she whimpers against my neck, I know I’ve broken her will.

      Her head thunks back against the door. “Oh fuck. Tonight’s like, twelve hours away anyway. Let’s just fucking do this.”

      I have to laugh at her rationalizing a morning fuck, but soon enough, we’re naked again and I’m nailing her against the door with swift, punishing thrusts. We both come with broken yells, then stagger to my shower, where we bathe for two whole minutes before jumping each other again.

      By the time she leaves to go dress in her cabin, I hope we’ve gotten it out of our systems. Jake’s waiting for us a little later in the dining room, where a sandwich platter has been set out for us to nosh on.

      He gives us both a once-over and grins. “I fucking knew you two couldn’t hold back. Not for a second. Watts, you owe me a dollar.”

      She gives him a dirty look, but pulls a single bill out of her pocket and hands it over. I don’t even care that she bet on whether she could hold out. As far as I’m concerned, I won either way.
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      I lock myself in my cabin for the rest of the afternoon so I have time to get into character. I’m tempted to call Kat just to see her face and refresh my memory about her mannerisms, but I know her well enough by now to affect that cocky grace that makes her so damn sexy. Besides, the mission’s too critical for me to contact anyone outside our bubble right now.

      The last time we talked early in the op, she was doing fantastic. She’d bought out her partner at the club a few years ago, then turned around and sold it at a stupid profit after improving business and upgrading the whole place. She owns three different clubs down the Gulf Coast of Florida now and one in the Keys, which is where she spends most of her time.

      Glancing out the window at the sunset over Grand Harbour, I can’t help but think of her in her own little slice of paradise, staring out at the same sunset. Hell, I think we’re even in the same time zone for once, which is rare enough. Maybe after this op is finished, I’ll pay her a visit.

      That thought occupies my mind while I finish applying my makeup and doing my hair. All I can picture is how Marco would fit in. I always had a feeling the two of them had a more intimate visit than they let on in that VIP room six years ago. Now that he’s broken his three-way cherry, would he . . .? I know Kat would, but I’m not sure how I feel about sharing either of them with each other. But then, I did share him with Jake today and the world didn’t end. I don’t know where this possessiveness came from when it comes to him. If I had the opportunity, I’d still want to be with Kat too, so it’d be a huge double standard if I didn’t allow him the courtesy of a similar choice, if he wants it.

      I sigh and shake my head, do a few breathing exercises to refocus on the mission, and put the finishing touches on my outfit. It’s a slinky slip of a dress in sunset ombre satin. No bra required, but I can pull that off having tiny boobs with enough definition in my pecs that it’s easy to fake cleavage.

      The dress has an asymmetrical hem and a slit up the short side. The long side is just long enough for me to hide a knife in a thigh holster. I feel naked without a gun, and there’s literally no place I can hide something that bulky in this thing that won’t stand out like a sore thumb. But that’s what my boys are for; they’re both going to be packing.

      I’m just stepping into a pair of silver stilettos when I hear a volley of knocks on my door that sounds like both guys are double-fisting it.

      “Rocket! Get your ass in gear, we’re on a schedule!” Jake calls.

      I grab my clutch and open the door, then take a shocked step back. “Holy shit, look at you two. You clean up better than expected.” They’re both rocking dark suits and ties, with Marco in a deep burgundy shirt and Jake in a midnight blue one.

      Neither of them speak for several seconds; they’re too busy staring at me with bugged-out eyes. Before I have a chance to get irritated, Marco smiles. “I could say the same for you. Damn you look gorgeous, Sadie.”

      “You didn’t believe I could pull it off, did you?” I poke a finger into his chest.

      “With you, anything’s possible. You ready to head out? Our first meeting is at the marina in half an hour.”

      “Let’s do it.”

      Our plan is to meet with each of the potential buyers this evening, show them the video tour of the submarine, and set up appointments for them to take a test drive, if that’s what they want. I’m getting antsy and check the dark web messaging app on my phone for the five hundredth time today, hoping to see a message from Amador asking for a meeting, but the only thing I see are the messages confirming the meetings we already have set up.

      Our first is with a Brazilian drug lord who is no doubt on the DEA’s radar, but isn’t a high priority, since he operates almost entirely in South America and has a surprisingly low incidence of violence for someone in his business. Or he’s just really fucking good at hiding the bodies.

      I manage to turn on the charm like the trained professional I am, deftly steering around his incessant need to tell me how to run my own business, and we set up our meeting for the following morning for him to see the goods.

      The next meeting is at a restaurant on the other side of the island in George Town near the water. We have a driver waiting for us just outside the marina, and are carried in luxury to our destination.

      My phone buzzes in my clutch and I pull it out, stomach in knots, hoping it’s good news.

      “Is it Amador?” Marco asks under his breath.

      I frown at my screen and shake my head. “No. It’s Garcia. Sounds like there’s chatter on the dark web about Amador. He says to check it out for ourselves.”

      All three of us have the same messaging app, so for the next five minutes of our ride, we’re swiping away at our screens, looking for the forum Garcia mentioned.

      “Here it is,” Jake says. “Shit, it sounds like Amador’s gearing up for an attack on Delgado’s compound in Mexico City. We should’ve taken into account that he might be distracted. What the fuck is he going to need a submarine for if all he cares about is getting to fucking Delgado?”

      “Here,” Marco says, turning his screen to me. “He’s posted an open request on the classifieds page. He wants guns. Any chance we can make a trade with one of these assholes we’re meeting to score some? It might be our only way in with him.”

      “Nobody’s biting,” I say. “Besides, if anyone had any to spare, they’d deal with him directly. But I’ve got this handled. We just have to switch to Plan B.”

      “Plan B? Since when do we have a Plan B?” Jake asks.

      “Since always. It was need-to-know.” I am too busy tapping a direct message to Amador to look at either of them. Then the car stops, and I have to hit send quickly before I climb out. Both Jake and Marco are giving me incredulous looks.

      “You didn’t think we needed to know about whatever Plan B is?” Marco asks, stopping right in my path and crossing his arms.

      “Honestly I’m surprised you didn’t figure it out already. Didn’t you think to look inside all those trunks down in the submarine?”

      “They’re locked. And I thought they were empty. Are you telling me there’s shit in them?”

      “It does explain why she handled like her ass weighed an extra ton this morning,” Jake says. “What’s in there? Drugs?”

      Marco narrows his eyes and smiles as he holds my gaze. “No, Sadie’s too smart for that. Besides, what’s the easiest thing for a black ops military outfit to get?”

      Jake’s eyes light up. “You’re saying we already have guns? Hot damn. Then why the fuck are we wasting our time with these meetings? We’ve gotta get word to Amador now that we have what he wants.”

      “Already done,” I say. “And I still need to keep up appearances. I’m selling it to him as a submarine for sale, with the guns as a two-for-one. They were only added as an afterthought if we needed to sweeten the deal, but now it looks like they are the deal, at least where he’s concerned. No one else needs to hear about them, though, or we’ll have drug lords up our asses making offers. Or trying to steal them,” I add under my breath.

      “I could kiss you right now,” Marco murmurs into my ear as we start walking toward the restaurant again. He just satisfies himself with a squeeze of my hand before stepping forward to open the door for me, bowing like I’m royalty as I pass through.

      Our second interested party is already waiting at a table overlooking the water. He’s a pale, wiry, hawk-nosed man with a bald head and thin mouth. He stands when he sees me, but doesn’t smile as he holds out his hand to shake.

      “Good afternoon, Ms. Blanco. It is a pleasure to meet you,” he says in a pronounced Slavic accent. “My name is Jovan Corluka, and I am very interested in the equipment you have to sell.”

      “I am pleased too,” I say, tilting my chin in my signal to my boys to do their bodyguard thing. They step forward as I explain to Jovan, “Please allow my guards to check you for weapons before we begin discussing business.”

      He scowls, but raises his arms for a quick pat down from both men. They’re both eyeing Jovan with particularly intense stares, which is surprising, considering the detachment with which they searched our first potential buyer. Jake pauses at Jovan’s ankle and tuts, betraying the presence of a gun, which he leaves in place before he stands. Then Marco pulls out my seat for me, and I sit.

      Jovan gives Jake a quizzical look as he takes his own seat. “Why didn’t he take my piece?”

      I shrug. “No need. They’re both more than capable of disarming you. I just like to know what to expect.”

      Jake and Marco haven’t sat, and I glance up at Marco with a questioning look. “You can sit down too,” I say.

      “If you don’t mind, Miss Blanco, we’d prefer to stand,” Marco says, jaw spasming. I can’t ask him to explain himself without making it weird, so I feign nonchalance and wave to a waitress. When I turn to get her attention, I take the opportunity to look at Jake and find him just as tense. The fine hairs on my nape stand on end, because something about this man put them on edge, but I can’t grill them about why.

      I personally investigated each of the individuals we’re scheduled to meet today—hardened criminals, sure, but nothing stood out about this guy any more than the others. He’s the lieutenant and brother of the head of the Serbian mafia, who mostly deal in human trafficking, so nothing is beneath them.

      Our drinks arrive and we order food, then get down to business, but I’m on high-alert for anything out of the ordinary.

      “Živeli!” Jovan says, lifting his glass. I repeat the toast and clink my glass to his. He nods his approval and finally breaks what probably passes for a smile on his mirthless face. “You are new to the arena, Ms. Blanco. It is refreshing to see such a young, pretty woman at the head of a successful business. You should visit Belgrade sometime to see how we do things there. I can’t help but wonder how you came to own such an interesting piece of equipment, though. Do you mind sharing how you acquired the submarine you are selling?”

      His question is unexpected, but I’m quick on my feet. “I liberated two of them from someone who didn’t know the value of their possessions. They were being used as toys, if you can believe it. Such a waste. It will more than pay for itself.”

      “I have no doubt,” he says, narrowing his eyes. “In fact, I would like to offer you thirty million, sight unseen. I can transfer funds now, and I can have my men retrieve the equipment within the hour.”

      Marco coughs, and my grip on my fork falters for a moment. We weren’t prepared to have an offer like this out of the blue.

      I lift my eyes and look at Jovan, holding his gaze. “You know that’s not how this works. Bidding will be done through the website we set up, but we aren’t opening bids until six a.m. tomorrow morning. This is a courtesy we’re extending to all the interested buyers. I’m not entertaining face-to-face offers. No one gets special treatment. I’m sure you understand.”

      His jaw spasms, but the glint in Jovan’s eyes suggests his respect for me went up a notch—not that I’m keen on earning the respect of a man who would just as soon sell me on the black market as do business with me.

      He nods and we finish our meal, making small-talk. I pick up on his interest in explosives and steer the conversation, encouraging him to mansplain bomb-making to me, as if I don’t already know more than he does.

      I can practically feel Marco’s agitation when Jovan mentions loving a famous Hollywood movie about bomb techs that also famously got half the details wrong about what it’s like to be one of us. Still, I fake it and pretend to like the movie too—it helps that I watched it enough times with our squad, just to pick the thing apart, so I know the script as well as Jovan does.

      Finally, we set a time tomorrow for him to visit the yacht and see the submarine, then we go our separate ways.

      When the three of us settle back in the car, Marco and Jake both let out heavy breaths.

      “Fuck that guy,” Jake mutters.

      I laugh. “So he has lousy taste in movies. He’s just part of our cover.”

      “That’s not what he’s talking about,” Marco says. “The Corlukas are in business with Delgado. Jovan’s nephew held my sister and her boyfriend hostage a few months ago, and Delgado was involved. I wish you’d shared the list of buyer names with us, Sadie. We don’t need to get tangled up with the fucking Serbian mafia.”

      Cold anger seeps into my blood at this new information. These are all details I should have known. I have to bite my tongue not to snap at him. I’m already antsy enough about the fact that Amador hasn’t responded to my message.

      Instead I turn to look at him, jaw clenched so tight it’s an effort to relax enough to speak. “Marco . . . how many more goddamn secrets are you keeping from me? I thought you spilled all the details about how tangled up your family is with this, but it sounds like you left something important out.”

      “It isn’t about his family, not directly,” Jake says when Marco just glares back at me.

      “So what is it?”

      “Drake Stavros is dating his sister,” he says. “And a few months back, Corluka put a hit on Drake. Drake and Elle were together when they got to him. We managed to arrive in time to stop it, but they tried again a few days later when we weren’t around. Everyone’s okay now, thankfully, but we lost touch with them for a little while and weren’t sure whether they’d survived.”

      I turn to Marco for confirmation. He nods. “I didn’t mean to hide it from you. I’m still processing the fact that she’s with him.”

      Jake snorts a laugh, and I give him an inquisitive look.

      “That’s an understatement. You may as well tell her the whole story. It isn’t as if it’s a secret.”

      When I turn back to Marco, he looks like he sucked on a lemon, then shares a look with Jake and laughs. “What the fuck? I should be used to weird relationship dynamics by now, shouldn’t I?”

      “Yeah, and? This had better not impact the op . . .” I say.

      “It doesn’t. It’s just that she’s my baby sister. I’m still adjusting to the fact that she’s with . . .”

      “A billionaire shipping magnate? And he’s hot too—I’ve seen photos. She could do a lot worse.” I shrug as if it’s no big deal.

      He nods slowly. “ . . . And her bodyguards. Both of them. My sister’s involved with three men. At the same time. And I think they’re with each other too . . . At least one of the twins and Drake . . .” He raises his hands and shakes his head. “You know what? I’m not going to say more, because it’s going to make me think about it, and I just won’t go there. All I can say is she seems happy.”

      I laugh and pat his knee. “You’re forgiven. But this doesn’t explain the worry about Jovan. Drake’s still alive, or the op would’ve had a serious setback. The Corlukas must not be that good at making someone dead.”

      “No, but it was Jovan’s nephew who was in charge of the hit on Drake, and he didn’t survive the encounter, thanks to Delgado. We thought they found out Delgado killed him, but from the sound of things he’s still doing business with them, so either they don’t believe he did it, or the nephew he killed was someone they needed out of the way to begin with. If they’re still doing business with him, he must be pretty valuable to them.”

      I let this new information settle in. It’s not insignificant, but I’m not sure if it’s something we need to be concerned about yet. If the Corlukas had a hit on Drake, that might explain why Jovan was so curious about the origin of the submarine. There aren’t many companies that build equipment like that, and Typhon is one of the few. And it just so happens that that’s exactly where we got ours.

      Before I can express my concerns about that connection, my phone buzzes and I check the screen, my mood improving the second I see the message.

      “Our mark has taken the bait, boys. Amador’s en route to the island and just requested a meeting. It’s on.”
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      Our third meeting is almost as forgettable as our first—some small-time Indonesian crime lord who will likely bid too low to make us blink—but we’re too distracted looking forward to the final meeting of the evening to spend much time chatting with the man.

      Amador is meeting us at midnight at the club Sadie picked out, so I’m on edge for multiple reasons by the time we arrive and stake out a booth near the stage.

      This place is set up like a strip club, with low lighting, sexy music, and comfortable, private booths arranged around a long stage that extends down the center of the room. The difference here is that instead of silicone-enhanced beauties writhing around a pole on stage, there’s a live sex show going on between a woman and two men.

      Jake doesn’t seem fazed, but my body temperature rises just being aware of the trio and at the reminder of our own adventures the day before. Sadie takes a seat in the semi-circular booth, but before I join her, Jake claps a hand on my shoulder.

      “You should just look, brother. Get it out of your system. We need you to be your usual level-headed self when our guest arrives.”

      I hazard a glance at the stage just in time to catch the woman being face-fucked by one of the men, saliva and semen coating her chin and neck. It’s erotic, yet . . . disturbing somehow, which cools me off somewhat. When I take in the rest of the club, a deeper chill sets in.

      “These women don’t want to be here,” I say. “I’m thinking we shouldn’t be here either. You sure about this, Sadie?”

      She gives me a grim look, but doesn’t answer, because a waitress has just arrived to take our drink order. We request a bottle of Lagavulin for the table—Amador’s preferred Scotch—with two clean glasses. We leave it sealed when it arrives, even though I could really use a drink right now.

      “I’d heard about this place, but wasn’t sure if the rumors were real,” Sadie says. “I’m going to consider it an opportunity to learn more about Amador. To see what his reaction is to the atmosphere.”

      “Care to make a bet?” Jake suggests, only half smiling. “I’m going to go out on a limb and say he’ll feel right at home here. I’ve read the reports of all the demented shit he gets up to . . . all the dismembered bodies he’s buried in the desert or dumped in the Gulf.”

      “Murdering other men is one thing. Selling women into sex slavery is on another level, and I don’t know that he’s a member of that club,” Sadie says. “Having never met the man, obviously we can’t know for sure, but remember, he’s going to war with the man who murdered the woman he loved. He has a heart, if what Chris shared has any truth to it.”

      Jake shakes his head. “Not buying it. At this stage, I’m betting he’s gone off the deep end and is driven by a lust for blood more than any more delicate emotions. What about you, Desi? You think he still has a heart?”

      I’m busy scoping out every inch of the room, cataloging the faces I can see, as well as the architecture and furnishings. There are no visible signs of cameras around the stage, but I saw one near the entrance when we came in, and I locate another at the back exit. There are at least two dozen beautiful, half-naked women with forced smiles between us and either door, and half as many armed men in dark suits lurking around the periphery.

      I don’t immediately register that Jake just used my cover name, but finally join the conversation.

      “I’m with Owen,” I say to Sadie. “We can’t afford to ascribe any humanity to the man anyway. If he does have any shred of it left, that’ll just make our jobs easier.”

      She holds out her hand as if to shake, and I squint at her.

      “You’re taking the bet, then,” she says.

      I lift one eyebrow. “Stakes?”

      “If I’m right and this place is a turnoff for him, the next time we fool around as a trio, I want you two to take it further.”

      “How much further can we fucking go?” I ask.

      Jake’s just staring at her with an amused smirk. “She wants us to fuck in front of her.”

      My eyes widen. “Ana, seriously?”

      “What? You guys are hot together! And I don’t like the idea of anyone else besides Ja—Owen— touching you, so that’s how it has to happen.”

      “Okay. Then if we’re right, we get a day of bossing you around in bed,” I say, realizing too late that I just spoke for Jake and included him in the prize. I give him an apologetic look, but he shakes his head.

      “It’s good,” he says. “I’d love the opportunity to give her orders for a change.”

      Sadie straightens. “Look alive, boys, he’s here,” she says, tilting her chin toward the entrance. A broad-shouldered man in a dark suit has just entered and stands, taking in the scenery, such as it is. I can’t get a read on him from here, though.

      Vicente Amador is even more imposing in person than his pictures suggested. He’s just over six feet tall and wears his tailored clothes like he was born into money. The low light might hide some of the gray in his hair, but it’s thick and dark, and styled more carefully than I bother with mine. The clean shave shows off deceptively youthful features for a man over fifty.

      Jake and I both stand and flank the booth. Sadie slips out and props herself against the edge of the table, looking every bit the self-assured cartel princess, her shoulders back and her head cocked. Amador’s attention shifts to us instantly and he steps farther into the room, followed by two rough-looking men in suits that don’t fit them nearly as well as his fits him.

      Once he sets eyes on Sadie, his attention doesn’t so much as flicker to any of the other variety of salacious sights within the club, but she is orders of magnitude more intriguing to look at. While we talked, the trio on stage was replaced by a pair of women who fondle each other unconvincingly. Other patrons take note of Amador, and their attention remains on him for the few seconds it takes for him to traverse the room to our table. Sadie remains relaxed, her gaze sliding slowly down his body, then back up. My gut tightens, even though I know she’s turning Ana María Blanco up to eleven to make sure we hook our target.

      And it’s working. I don’t think he even sees Jake and me standing there when he stops a few feet away and Sadie extends a hand, leaving her fingers relaxed until he reaches for them.

      “Amador, it is such a pleasure to finally meet you,” she says, her Colombiana accent on point. “Please sit and drink with me. Let’s get to know each other before we discuss business.”

      I have to force myself to take my eyes off Amador and Sadie to give his guards a once-over. They afford the pair of us wary, but respectful chin tilts and shift to one side behind the booth, waiting for Amador to take a seat, then moving to stand out of the way, within his field of vision.

      Jake and I remain where we are, attention switching between the room and the pair seated at the table.

      “Ah, a woman after my own heart,” Amador says, reaching for the bottle of Scotch and the glasses. He pours a measure in each and hands one to Sadie.

      She takes a lazy sip, making a sensuous hum of enjoyment that has him enthralled. I need to fucking stop looking, but when I tear my gaze away, Jake catches my eye and smirks, then rolls his eyes. I surreptitiously flip him off.

      “You have good taste in whiskey, but I’m confused about your choice of meeting place. This is not what I expected of a woman with your refined sensibilities,” Amador says, casting a critical eye around the room.

      “I didn’t choose it for aesthetics—I chose it for privacy. But you really don’t have a clue about my sensibilities, so you shouldn’t assume you understand me.”

      “Apologies. I admit I am intrigued by you, though. I would be lying if I claimed I hadn’t noticed your rise in prominence these past few months. I didn’t expect you to be so young.”

      “I could say the same, but looks can be deceiving, yes? I’m over thirty, and while I know your age, you don’t look a day over forty.”

      He takes a sip, regarding her over his glass. I try to be circumspect about looking at him every few minutes, but now that he’s really checking her out, I clench my fist until my knuckles crack. The sound catches his attention, and I silently curse. Jake raises an eyebrow at me.

      “Your guard seems tense this evening. Perhaps we should move to a more tasteful venue?” Amador suggests.

      “One with fewer people, you mean?” Sadie asks, clearly baiting him.

      Under his breath, he says, “One where the women actually want to be. If you enjoy sex clubs, I know a more reputable one where we can relax and enjoy a show with more privacy to talk.”

      “Bueno. Vamos,” Sadie says, slipping out of the booth and facing me just long enough to wink. My stomach drops when I realize what that wink means, and when I glance at Jake, he’s grinning like a madman.

      I step back to allow Amador to rise. He eyes me as he gets to his feet, and I hope he doesn’t recognize me somehow. My brother Sam spent the night in Amador’s prison, but didn’t come face-to-face with him, so hopefully he won’t pick up on any family connection to a former hostage. But his gaze isn’t assessing; he’s intrigued, and I don’t miss the subtle scan he gives Jake before falling into step beside Sadie as she leads our group to the exit.

      His look is enough for me to grasp where this night could be headed. Suddenly my clothes feel too tight, the atmosphere in here cloying, and it doesn’t improve once we emerge into the humid June evening.

      “Please feel free to ride with me,” Amador says when a sleek black SUV arrives at the curb and one of his men opens the back door. Our car is just behind it with the driver standing by. We have no reason not to trust the man at this stage, and his vehicle clearly has enough room in it for all of us, but ours doesn’t. It’s Sadie’s call, though, and I’m not surprised when she nods and climbs into the rearmost seat, where Amador joins her.

      Jake steps over to our driver and gives him instructions while I climb in, eyeing the space between Sadie and Amador. I’m tempted to insert myself between them like a chaperone trying to guard her virtue, but Sadie slides closer to Amador, and I’m left squeezing into space beside her closest to the door. One of Amador’s guards takes the front passenger seat, and the other joins Jake in one of the two seats in the middle row.

      “Tell me about the goods you have to offer,” Amador says as the driver puts the car in gear. I split my attention between his voice and the streets outside, noting landmarks as we pass them.

      Sadie slips her phone from her purse and opens up her image gallery. We didn’t take a video of the guns, not realizing they were there all along, but it seems she was prepared.

      “We are actually here to sell this beautiful piece of equipment,” she begins, loading up the video of our submarine virtual tour.

      Amador makes a sound of interest as he watches the video. Jake was his usual charismatic self in it, and when I look at Amador, he smiles and glances at the back of Jake’s head. I can’t deny it makes me a little uncomfortable that our profile of him was so on point, but our plan seems to be working, at least.

      When the tour reaches the cargo hold in the submarine, Sadie pauses it. “This is the part you’ll be interested in. Those crates are all filled with the goods you’re looking for.” She swipes her screen to reveal still shots of all six crates with the lids open, the contents on full display.

      It’s hard to make out all the guns on the small screen, but I recognize the shapes of AK-47s in the mix, along with a handful of other models the Navy equipped our squad with before we left the SEALs. The handguns we’re carrying now are the same 9mm SIG Sauers as the ones in the photo.

      “Where did you get these?” Amador asks, then glances at me with a frown. A spike of worry pierces my gut, because it occurs to me that he’s had near-misses with two of my brothers. Not only did Sam visit his compound a few months back, but Mason very nearly sold a stock of similar weapons to him over three years ago, which was the deal that almost killed him.

      Sadie tuts. “That is my business.”

      “Owen and I are former SEALs. We have connections,” I say, because he’s going to see our tattoos if we actually wind up going where I believe this op is headed.

      Amador’s eyebrows lift and he gives me a slow nod. “And may I ask how you acquired these two highly specialized weapons, Ms. Blanco?” Amador asks, looking at Sadie and gesturing between me and Jake.

      She cocks her head and smiles. “Like I said . . .”

      “That is your business,” Amador finishes with a chuckle. “I’m not sure if your secrecy should worry me or not, but I appreciate your taste in both weapons and men. I imagine this will be a very interesting night.”
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      I could kick Marco for blurting out that bit of intel about us. I don’t want Amador knowing too much. But the fact that he seems impressed is an advantage, not to mention he’s clearly intrigued by both me and the guys. And I have to admit that threading some truth about us into the conversation can’t hurt; it’ll give the guys a little more freedom to be themselves at least.

      “Tell me about yourself, Ana. May I call you Ana?” Amador says, lightly touching my hand.

      So far he’s been more than respectful of my boundaries, which is at odds with my general perception of the man, based on all the intel we had at our disposal. And despite my bet, I didn’t expect him to be as dismissive of the club we just left, though I do feel a little bad about winning; I’m sure Marco is freaking out a little about having to pay up, but I’ll have Jake go easy on him.

      “I’m sure you’ve done your research if you made the trip to meet me. I inherited the business from my mother. She hasn’t been well for some time now, and it took work to build it back to its former glory. She created the business and deserves to see it thrive, to have it support her in her old age. I owe that to her, because her work afforded me a comfortable childhood. These guns and the submarine are things we could use ourselves, but what we need most now is capital to rebuild and allies to help facilitate our growth. I have big plans, but they start with infrastructure. People. Desmond and Owen are two of my recent acquisitions too. Perhaps the most valuable.”

      I slide a hand possessively up Marco’s thigh and am rewarded by the slightest nudge of his leg against mine. When I return my gaze to Amador, he’s fixated on my hand where it rests near Marco’s crotch.

      He lifts his gaze to my face again and smiles, faint lines fanning out from the corners of his dark eyes. He truly is a handsome man who has aged well, and I don’t see any hint of the psycho his body count suggests should be there. I’m not sure whether that should worry me.

      “Let’s enjoy the evening while I consider the value of your goods, Ana. I want time to get to know you better as well. Perhaps we might find more common ground to discuss other arrangements?”

      “I’d like that,” I say, hoping whatever other arrangements he has in mind will allow us a way into his compound. We’ll see how the night progresses.

      The SUV turns off the main road toward the water and pulls around a large, circular driveway in front of a yellow colonial-style mansion with white trim. Every window is lit up despite the late hour, but sheer curtains hide whatever is occurring within.

      When the driver opens the door, Jake steps out, along with Amador’s guards. A warm Caribbean breeze wafts through when I follow, teasing beneath the hem of my skirt and ruffling my hair. I catch Amador looking at me with interest and offer a flirtatious smile.

      When the driver closes the door, Amador offers his elbow, and I slip my hand through his arm and let him lead me to the front door. I can already tell this place is nothing like the club we just left. I’m still glad I chose the one I did, because it allowed us to break the ice regarding proclivities for kink without ever broaching the subject directly.

      We reach the door and Amador dismisses his guards, who reluctantly fall back. I have a feeling they were more interested in going in for the scenery than out of any need to protect him, though.

      He glances at Jake and Marco. “Can they occupy themselves, or . . .”

      “My guards stay with me at all times,” I say, making sure the weight of my words sinks in. Amador lifts an eyebrow and nods, a smirk curling one corner of his mouth.

      “I see. I did wonder. I’m glad to hear you don’t let such perfect specimens go to waste.” He turns to the burly Black doorman and slips a shiny black keycard from his pocket. “I’m a paying member.”

      The man silently nods and produces a handheld card reader, which he swipes Amador’s card through. A green LED lights up and the doorman views the screen.

      “Welcome back to Whitewood Grand Cayman, Mr. Amador,” he says in a Jamaican accent. Of me, he asks, “Are you a willing guest of Mr. Amador?”

      “I am, yes.”

      He repeats the question to Jake and Marco, who both say yes as well. A pair of men step forward with handheld scanners and run them over both my boys.

      “Your firearms will be held in a secure locker,” the doorman says, nodding to the two men, who confiscate Jake’s and Marco’s guns and proceed to place them in a nearby locker. They return, and one gestures to me.

      “May I scan you, miss?”

      “Of course, but I’ll save you the trouble.” I shift aside the split in my skirt and unfasten the blade on my thigh, handing it over. I still have to submit to a scan, but nothing else triggers the alarm. Amador, surprisingly, isn’t carrying a weapon.

      “Thank you, sir,” the doorman says, turning back to Amador. “Since your guests are not also members, you are restricted to the first level. If you wish to ascend, they must pass inspection and sign the waivers.”

      “I understand,” Amador says as the man pushes open the large double doors and steps aside. “They have very strict rules here,” he says to me when we walk through into an enclosed vestibule and stop before a second set of double doors. “Which include that every individual who crosses this threshold must do so willingly.”

      After a moment, a warm light above the doors flickers on, and they swing open. A statuesque Black woman in a form-fitting red dress greets us with a genuine smile.

      “Amador,” she croons in an accent similar to the doorman’s. “It’s been too long.” She takes his proffered hand, and they exchange brief pecks to the cheek before she turns her gaze to me, then Jake and Marco at our backs. Her eyes light up.

      “You brought new friends tonight! How exciting. What kind of an evening do you fancy? The first level is having a little party in the lounge—nothing outrageous, just a relaxed soiree. And there is an orgy in the sunroom that just got going. Participation is not required.”

      I peek through an arched opening into a sitting room, where a naked woman stands in the center, blindfolded, with five shirtless men surrounding her. They spin her in a circle, then stop, and one man kisses her. She reaches out both hands to touch him, drifting her fingers over his face and chest, then blurts out a name. He laughs and steps back, taking a seat. Then the remaining four spin her again. She’s clearly enjoying herself, especially with four sets of hands gently copping feels of her as she rotates.

      Behind me, Jake mutters, “No fucking way, I thought this place was a myth.”

      “It’s real,” Amador answers over his shoulder. To the hostess, he says, “We’d like semi-privacy and quiet to discuss business, but I think my guests will want a show as well.”

      “I have just the place. Please follow me,” she says.

      She leads us down a hallway and through another arched opening, down a set of stone steps into a beautiful two-story sunroom that overlooks the beach. Down another set of steps at the far end of the room, dozens of potted tropical plants border a tiled area underneath the glass-paneled dome. Several luxurious carpets and a scattering of pillows cover the tiles, as well as a handful of plush sofas and chairs, upon which about two dozen naked people are engaged in various forms of copulation.

      “Jesus,” Marco whispers.

      “This is better than the book,” Jake says, nudging Marco who chuckles and shakes his head.

      The hostess directs us to a comfortable, warmly lit sitting area on the terrace closest to the entrance. It’s off to one side, out of the way, yet offering a perfect view of the lower terrace. It’s shielded from the doorway by a folding screen, and features a loveseat and two cushy armchairs, as well as a fat, round, red velvet-covered hassock in between.

      “I will have some drinks sent over. Your usual?”

      “That would be perfect,” Amador says. “Thank you, Sonja.”

      She gives us both a warm smile and pats me on the arm, then departs, leaving behind a faint scent of jasmine.

      “Please, sit,” Amador says. He unfastens the front button on his jacket and gestures to the loveseat. I settle at one end, and he sits beside me. Jake and Marco take the chairs and stare at each other for a beat, then look at me.

      I have to resist rolling my eyes at them, because they’re trying so damn hard not to watch the sex show going on several yards away, even though I am positive it’s killing them. Jake finally gives in to temptation, his eyes lighting up like a kid at Christmas.

      Sonja returns a moment later with a bottle of Scotch and four glasses, which she sets on a side table near Amador’s end of the love seat. She pours us each a glass, then quietly leaves.

      “This is amazing,” I say, watching for a moment and sipping my drink before turning back to Amador. “How often do you visit?”

      “Not as often as I’d like to lately. I have no one to come with, and it’s more fun with a partner.” His lips press into a slash bracketed by deep creases, and worry lines appear in his forehead.

      “That’s too bad. I would think a handsome, successful man like you could have any woman  . . . or man  . . . he wants.”

      His jaw spasms and his nostrils flare, but he regains control, suppressing whatever anger surged in that moment and directing a genuine smile at me. “I am a very particular man, Ana. Obviously not everyone I meet is going to be interested in visiting a place like this. But I did have a partner until very recently—a lover, though it wasn’t serious. He was a companion, a friend. And was permitted to join me on Level Two, which was where we spent most of our time.”

      “What’s up there?” Marco asks, glancing at the row of balconies one story up. A handful of observers stand looking over the wrought iron railings at the scene below. Our little area is mostly shielded by a few tall potted palms, but I can see through them clearly. The Level Two patrons are fully dressed and merely observing, but each has a colorful ribbon tied around their upper arm. Interesting.

      “Experiences too amazing to describe,” Amador says with a wicked glint in his eyes. He waves his hand at the orgy. “But imagine this scene divided into rooms to satisfy each of a person’s particular kinks. It’s a smorgasbord of carnal delight upstairs, for viewing or joining in.”

      “Is there a Level Three?” I ask, curious whether the third story of this building is part of the club.

      He lifts one eyebrow and his smile broadens. “Of course. That’s where all the darker kinks are explored. I’m rarely in the mood for those when I come. That’s something I restrict to my own private space at home.”

      “I’m sorry you lost your partner,” I say. “Relationships end. It’s unfortunate.” I reach out and squeeze his hand. He squeezes back and shakes his head, the flash of anger returning.

      “I didn’t lose him. He was taken. Oh, don’t worry, I caught the man responsible, but I lost my friend.”

      I widen my eyes in surprise. “Oh my god. That’s terrible! Did you interrogate the man you captured? Did he tell you where your friend is?” It’s a struggle to choose my words now. My heart is pounding at how close I am to finding out what he’s done with my dad.

      “He’s well-trained. Probably has a similar background to your two bodyguards, if his tattoos are any indication.”

      Jake rejoins the conversation, sitting forward with his elbows on his knees. “We have methods to break through that training. I’m happy to give you some pointers.”

      I grit my teeth and flash a look at Jake. Don’t fucking help this man torture my dad, jackass. I force a more pleasant smile when I look at Amador. “My men are very capable of extracting intel.”

      He relaxes a little and smirks. “But that would require you to come to Cancún.”

      I give a lazy shrug. “If you are the high bidder on the goods I’m selling, we would need to deliver them to you anyway.”

      He nods and stares at the orgy for a moment, then directs his gaze back to me. “I’d like to see it in person before I decide, but I’d like more time here with you first. I admit I’m very intrigued by you, Ana. You and your guards. If my impression is correct, they serve more than just one purpose to you, don’t they?”

      “Yes, they do. But Amador, if my impression is correct, I sense that you’re looking for someone to replace your lost friend. Are you thinking we could be that to you? Something more than allies. Partners.”

      “You are as clever as you are beautiful,” he says, raising a hand and brushing a knuckle along my jaw. “And if this is something you and your guards are open to, of course I’m interested. However, I need a better look at those goods as well. To know whether we’re compatible.”

      This is the opening we were hoping for. My pulse speeds up and I look at Marco. He’s watching me intently, no doubt waiting to follow my lead. I return my gaze to Amador and lean a little closer. “Are you sure you only want to look?”

      His lips crack into a smile, showing off his straight white teeth, and his eyes sparkle with genuine joy for a second before a rueful shadow crosses his features. “For now, yes. I don’t trust easily these days. My closest confidant was kidnapped only days ago. I also learned recently that my lieutenant betrayed me decades ago, yet I continued trusting him all this time. I’m still uncertain whether the two events were connected. If I am going to trust you, I want to see the three of you let down your guard for me. Prove to me that you are what you present yourselves to be.”

      “You’re asking us to trust you by letting you watch us together.” I search his face for any sign of deception. Does he really only want to watch for now, or is he planning something? Also, the man has barely touched me, but he’s looked plenty, and not just at me. As much as I want to nail his ass to the wall and free my dad, I’m also incredibly turned on by the idea of him observing while I do . . . whatever . . . with Marco and Jake.

      “We are in neutral territory here. None of us have weapons. My men aren’t allowed inside unless I invite them. And you have something I need. You can trust me. Now, if I’m not mistaken, the dark-haired one is your favorite, isn’t he?”

      “Desmond. They have names,” I say.

      He tilts his chin up. “My apologies, I should start with proper introductions.” He looks at Marco. “Desmond—?”

      “Ochoa, sir,” Marco says, accepting the hand Amador offers. Then Amador turns to Jake.

      “Owen Deidrichs,” Jake says, shaking Amador’s hand and giving him a salacious wink.

      Amador turns back to me. “Now, Ana. Show me how close you really are with your bodyguards.”
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      It’s such an open-ended request, but there’s really no point expecting Sadie to interpret it in any way but the most explicit. What I don’t expect is for her to plant her stilettoed feet in front of me, grab my tie, and pull me out of my chair until I’m on my knees in front of her.

      So she’s going the femdom route, I guess. Chris did say Amador was a power bottom, so her display of dominance will probably work. I don’t risk a glance at him, though. I’m all about watching Sadie to make sure I follow her lead, no matter how far submission takes me out of my comfort zone.

      “You know what’s coming, don’t you?” she croons to me, yanking my tie and forcing me to tilt my head back to look up at her. Her eyes glint with mischief. Of course she’s loving the hell out of this. She doesn’t have to bend far to whisper in my ear, “I’ll make it up to you later.” Then she grazes her lips across my cheek and lands at my mouth.

      It’s surprisingly easy to surrender. She tastes and feels amazing, her tongue tangling with mine as she works my tie loose from my collar and starts to unbutton my shirt. She leaves the tie hanging around my neck and pushes my jacket and shirt off my shoulders. I unfasten the cuffs and let them slide to the floor, lifting my hands to her waist to wait for her next cue.

      What I want is to spin her around, bend her over the hassock, and fuck her the way one of the women across the way is getting fucked right now on a pile of pillows. But we need Amador fully hooked for this to work. Evidence of her power is key.

      She releases my mouth and smiles down at me, lifting one hand and brushing her thumb across my lower lip. “Good boy,” she says. “Now remove my panties.”

      I flash an eager smile. “My pleasure.” I take my time, sliding my hands beneath the hem of her dress and up the backs of her calves, then up her thighs, making sure to tease my thumbs across her cleft through her panties before reaching the narrow band of elastic at the top. But I don’t gently pull them down. Instead I twist both bands in my fists and pull apart. It only takes the slightest effort and the elastic snaps, her panties falling free around one thigh.

      Sadie laughs, and I give her a warning glance. Keep it in character, sweetheart.

      “Oh my, you are a hungry boy,” she says, her accent pitch perfect. “I’d better not make you wait, huh?” She settles her ass on the hassock and leans back on her elbows, nodding toward her pelvis. “Eat me, Desi.”

      Fuck, is she hot right now, the dark silk of her dress clinging to her small breasts, hard nipples poking at the fabric. The dress fades to deep blue, then purple, and finally shades of red, peach and gold at the bottom. It’s supposed to be a sunset, but reminds me of a moment years ago when we were disposing of unexploded ordnance. She had the job of setting the fuses, which she did in her protective suit, then walked toward the rest of the group with the trigger in her fist. She set it off just before she reached us and was cast in shadow while a bomb detonated behind her in an enormous cloud of fire. I’m more than ready to taste her when I push the silky hem of her skirt up her thighs and spread her open.

      I hook both her knees over my arms and lean in, parting her with my fingers and starting with a slow lick from ass to clit. She sighs and lies back. I tug her closer and wrap my lips around her clit, sucking gently until she moans and arches her back.

      She stretches her arms up, reaching for Jake. He drops to his knees too and bends over, kissing her. I take my time, carefully teasing my tongue over every slick, delicious inch of her wet pussy, glancing up every few seconds. Jake has found the hook at the back of the halter closure that releases the top of her dress. He slowly pulls it apart and pushes it down, then cups both her breasts. She sighs and arches again as he teases her nipples.

      I wish we were alone so we could make love at our own pace, but this is still fucking hot as hell. I shift one hand between her thighs and push two fingers into her slick heat, sucking on her clit again while I finger-fuck her. She undulates her hips against my mouth, making small sounds of pleasure.

      When Jake releases their kiss, she turns her head. In a breathy voice, she says, “Do you like what you see, Vicente? Would you like to borrow Owen for a few?”

      I can’t see past her thigh, but I hear Amador make a growly sound of assent, then, “Only if you can do without.”

      She nods at Jake, who gives her one last kiss before moving out of my line of sight. But my ears still work well enough to hear the click of a belt followed by a zipper. Then a very satisfied groan.

      “Fuck yes, like that. Ay Dios, suck me like that,” Amador groans.

      Whatever she sees makes her writhe and buck, and I keep going, tonguing her faster and faster. I reach one hand up to tease her breast while I stroke inside her with my fingers. She lets out a moan and a shudder, hands coming down to grip my head, pushing my face into her as she rocks her pelvis against my mouth.

      Then she freezes and throws her head back with a breathy moan, and her pussy spasms against my lips, her muscles tightening around my fingers. I lap up the flood of her arousal, hyper-aware of the fact that the brutal monster we’re here to destroy is also falling to pieces with his dick in my friend’s mouth.

      Needless to say, this is a development I couldn’t have predicted.

      Sadie taps me lightly on the head and I pull back, taking the moment to quickly glance at Jake and Amador. Jake’s still busy, head bobbing slowly as he sucks the other man dry. Amador’s wild-eyed gaze flicks between me and Sadie and the man kneeling in front of him.

      Finally Jake slips his mouth off Amador’s cock, which he tucks away and zips up almost immediately. He remains relaxed, though he’s still alert, even wary, as if he doesn’t believe his luck.

      Are we laying it on too thick? Not thick enough? What could we do to make him believe we’re what he wants?

      It occurs to me as Jake starts to rise, carefully wiping his mouth. I rise too and take a step toward him. Before he can turn away, I hook one hand at the back of his neck, pull him to me, and kiss him.

      He grunts in surprise at first, then leans in, and finally grabs both sides of my head, slanting his mouth and driving his tongue deeper into mine. I taste the telltale saltiness of semen coating his tongue and deliberately delve deeper. I want it to be clear what I’m after. In the process my cock throbs painfully, and kissing him only makes it worse.

      Fuck, this is going to be a tough op to come back from after letting them both get so deep into my head, and we’re already starting down a darker path than I’d ever imagined with Amador as it is.

      I finally pull away just enough to look at our new friend. Amador watches us intently, a fresh glass of Scotch in one hand, the other resting on his thigh. He’s smiling now, genuinely entertained.

      “You three surprise me,” he says. “I don’t think I’ve encountered such kindred spirits in a very, very long time.”

      “We are who we are,” Sadie says. “Is there more we can do to earn your trust?”

      “Take me to see the goods. Then perhaps the four of us can have a little more fun together before the night is done.”

      My entire body is tight with arousal, and I down my drink to try to distract myself before reclaiming my shirt and jacket and putting them back on.

      Sadie stands and smooths down her dress, then bends over to pick up her ruined panties. She gives me a coy look as she dangles them off her finger in front of me. “Do you want to keep these as a prize? You’ve earned it.”

      I chuckle and take them from her, stowing them in my pocket. I don’t mind having a keepsake, but I hope we get a lot more out of this night than that.

      Amador takes the lead as we head toward the door, then pauses, reaching back for Sadie. She gives him her hand, and they hold hands all the way back to the exit. Jake and I fall back a few paces and he adjusts the crotch of his pants.

      “Fuck, this is going to be a long night if all we do is pleasure them.”

      “She might decide to call in that bet. In which case, at least one of us gets off.”

      “True that.” He gives me a sidelong look and smirks. “You’re terrified of that, aren’t you? Buddy, if it helps, I’ve got no problem letting you pitch.”

      I decide to let his offer sit for now, because I’m still on the fence about the whole concept of sex with another man. “Whatever happens, we agree we don’t leave her alone with him, right?”

      “Agreed, though I’m starting to think he’s not so bad. Besides I have a feeling she’ll have him wrapped around her little finger by the end of the night.”

      His gaze is fixed on her, and I can’t help but feel a pang of concern over how intent that look is.

      “Are you . . .” I stop myself and wince.

      “Am I what?” he asks, looking at me again.

      “Nothing. I’m not sure it’s a question I really wanted the answer to.”

      He narrows his eyes and tilts his chin up, and I’m sure he’s about to call bullshit, but we reach the exit and have to stop talking while we reclaim our weapons, then wait on the steps for our driver to return with the SUV.

      Amador’s guards step out first, both men smirking at the disarray we must be in, despite our efforts to put ourselves back together. Amador even looks flushed and happy. My balls ache, but at least I’m not sporting an erection as I join Sadie and Amador in the rearmost seat again.

      “To the marina, I take it?” Amador asks.

      “Our speedboat is tied up on the eastern dock,” Jake says. “The yacht is anchored offshore.”

      “Good. Let’s go.”
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      Amador is still holding my hand when we make it to the marina, and he doesn’t release it until after he helps me climb into the speedboat we used to get to the dock from the yacht. This is a good sign, obviously, but I feel self-conscious as hell making Marco watch.

      Somehow it would be better if Amador were pawing at me like some kind of lecherous asshole, but he’s the epitome of a respectful gentleman, only touching me the bare minimum. He hasn’t even made any overt gestures toward either of the guys since we left the club, and Jake had his mouth wrapped around the man’s cock. There was a moment at the end there when Amador very gently rested his hand against Jake’s neck, but moved it and clutched the cushions instead as he came.

      He allows his guards to join us this time, though when we reach the yacht, he orders them to stay on the main deck while we take him below to the hold.

      The submarine is just as pristine as when we left her, perched on her little wheels and cabled down to prevent her from shifting around in rough waters. I grab the handholds at the side and start to climb up, but Marco grips my arm and pulls me aside.

      “Let one of us show him,” he says. “I don’t want you to be alone with him.”

      “I’ll be fine. A little privacy will work to our advantage,” I whisper back. Marco clenches his teeth, his grip tightening around my arm. I widen my eyes. “Trust me. Nothing bad is going to happen.”

      Amador’s too busy making a circuit around the sub with Jake at his side going about all the same features he shared in the video, so neither hear our little conversation, thankfully. When they make it back to us, I grab hold of the first rung on the side of the sub.

      “Ready to see inside?” I ask.

      “After you,” Amador says, following me as I climb up the side, then open the hatch and descend. His eyes light up when we pause at the aircraft-style cockpit and he slips into one of the seats.

      “We can teach you how to drive it,” I say. “Or one of your men.”

      He only nods and ogles all the panels and switches, then rises from the seat and heads down to the next level. The nav panels are bigger than the panels in the cockpit. It technically could use a crew of five, but can be operated by only two. One pilot alone might find it a challenge, though. But based on the look in his eyes, I don’t think he’s concerned about the logistics.

      Finally we reach the cargo hold, and he stops and rubs his hands together. “I’m already in love, but show me the reason I’m here.”

      “I hope you aren’t just referring to the submarine,” I say, deliberately stepping close as I move past him, letting my breasts graze his arm.

      His smile softens. “I like to take my time with the things that matter most, but you might become an exception. We are still getting acquainted, but if you agree to sell me all this and deliver it tonight, we will have more time at my home to explore the possibilities of something deeper.”

      “Tonight? Ah, that might be a challenge. We have three other interested buyers who are lined up to look at it tomorrow. Bidding doesn’t open until that happens. You know as well as I do that it won’t pay to insult men like these.”

      Fuck, fuck, fuck, why did he have to complicate things by being impatient?

      He frowns, his disappointment apparent. “I could just pay you for the guns and take them now,” he says, almost to himself. He gazes around at the interior of the sub, the displeasure at that option clear on his face, then looks at me, pressing his lips together.

      “But you don’t just want the guns, do you?” I ask.

      “They are my most immediate need,” he says, regretful.

      I step closer. “But good things come to those who wait, yes? If you can wait long enough and are the highest bidder, you can have all of it. It’s only half a day, Vicente.” I reach out and smooth my hand down his tie, then leave my palm resting against his chest.

      Even though this is all an act, he makes it easy. The truth is, he is a kindred spirit in some ways. Maybe not the crime lord stuff, but nothing about what we did at the club felt strange. I’m not sure if I should be worried that this kind of thing comes naturally to me, but so far it’s working for the op, so I plan to lean into it.

      He covers my hand with his and surprises me by slipping his other arm around my waist. He pulls me in, looking down into my eyes. “Ana, what I would want from you very likely goes too far for you to accept. Your bodyguards might not like it, either.”

      I curl my arms around his neck, leaning against him. He smells good, though with a pang I realize that his cologne is similar to my dad’s, on the rare occasions he wears any. I force myself to compartmentalize those thoughts and focus on our conversation. “They do what they’re told. Quite well, I might add.”

      He chuckles. “I don’t doubt that. We are alike in more ways than you could possibly know. May I kiss you?”

      I nod, and respond with forced fervor when he leans in and presses his mouth to mine. He’s an excellent kisser, but my mind is elsewhere, my thoughts difficult to rein in after realizing how familiar his scent is. Finally I land on the image of Jake on his knees swallowing Amador’s dick, and it snaps me back into the moment, allowing me to end the kiss with a more convincing sound of enjoyment.

      My dad is alive—I know that much—and if I want to save him, I need to keep my head in the game. And right now, the game requires me to actually want this man in front of me, no matter how much of a mind fuck it’s going to be. Divorcing my awareness of his control over the life and death of someone I love is the only way through this, so I resolve to think of him as no more than a sex object, which isn’t all that difficult after what I’ve seen so far.

      When he pulls back, he stares down at me, his gaze searching. “You are so much more than I expected.”

      I swallow and rest my palm on his cheek. “I am, but not the way you think. You need to know that if you want me, you have to accept them too. We are a package deal.”

      His eyes narrow. “So it’s more than you let on before. They are more than just your bodyguards and playthings.”

      “They know me better than anyone except my own mother,” I say, because it’s the truth, at least if you substitute “father” for “mother.”

      “And your arrangement with them allows for others.” He pulls back a little more, and I can feel him pulling away emotionally too, though I’m not sure why. We have a connection, don’t we?

      “Yes. I thought you liked that I shared earlier.”

      He chuckles and shakes his head. “Oh, I very much did.” He takes a step back and slips his hands into his pockets, sighing and staring at his shoes. “A lot has happened tonight. It’s given me much to think about. Not just the goods you’re selling, but this . . .” He gestures between us. “This bond I think we both feel. You’ll forgive me if I need to take a moment to absorb it. It feels too good to be true.”

      “If you need more to trust us . . .” I venture, moving closer to him again.

      He shakes his head. In a gentle tone, he says, “Ana, you have done enough. It isn’t you. It’s me. I . . .” He stops, his nostrils flaring, and he tilts his head back and stares at the ceiling, the muscles in his neck spasming as he swallows. “I lost someone very important to me a long time ago. Two people, in fact. The woman I loved died; the other was my best friend. I drove him away, and to this day, I regret it. But it wasn’t until very recently that I understood what really happened. I blamed him for her death, but I was wrong.”

      His voice starts to shake, and he removes his hands from his pockets, fists clenched. When he looks at me again, his eyes are glassy. “Learning to feel again what I felt with them . . . it won’t come easily, but I want it. So much.”

      I’m a despicable person for rejoicing over his pain, for seeing it as a way to burrow deeper beneath his skin. But I have to capitalize on it if this is going to work. He opened the door, so all I have to do is walk inside. I close the distance between us and take his hands in mine, forcing him to relax his fists. “Is this why you’ve barely touched me tonight? I sense that you want to, but you haven’t.”

      “I haven’t touched a woman in decades. Not like that. Not since her. It’s  . . . easier  . . . with men.”

      “Let’s go back to my cabin to have a drink and talk. I’d like to hear more about both of them.”

      I lead him back to the ladder and follow when he climbs up. Jake and Marco are on alert when I emerge, and Marco’s hair is sticking out in all directions like he’s been worrying it. But I give them both a triumphant smile when Amador isn’t looking, and they relax.

      “We’re going to have a drink and talk in my cabin,” I explain, then take Amador’s hand again and lead him toward the stairs, hoping the pair of them are fine with occupying themselves a little longer. But Amador pauses and turns back.

      “Please join us. Ana told me how important you both are to her. I want you both to know I have no intention of interfering with what you already have.”

      Marco’s eyebrows practically hit his hairline, but he recovers and clears his throat. “Thank you, sir.”
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      “I was just telling Ana how the three of you remind me of a relationship I once had, years ago,” Amador says when we reach the sitting area in my cabin. Having made a detour to the lounge for a bottle of liquor and glasses, Jake now pours us each a serving.

      “We do?” Marco says. “Why did it end? If you don’t mind me asking.” He darts a glance at me as he sips his drink. I’m annoyed by the question because he damn well knows the answer already, but then we haven’t heard it from Amador, so perhaps we can learn something new by getting him loosened up and talking. The fact that he’s alone with us now is a huge step in the trust department.

      “It’s not a pretty tale, I’m afraid,” he says. He slips out of his jacket and lays it over an armchair in the sitting area by the window, before sitting and taking a sip of his drink. Both guys make themselves comfortable too, Jake in the other armchair and Marco on the loveseat near the bed. I opt for relaxation myself, slipping off my stilettos and parking myself on the bed with my legs crossed underneath me and my glass in one hand.

      “We are all ears,” I say.

      Amador downs his drink and Jake pours him another. Then he begins to spin a tale more heartbreaking for the fact that it’s coming from his own mouth, not the collection of indifferent intel we’ve been studying for the past few months.

      We already know the basics of his history with Arturo Flores; how they had a falling out over Lola Prieto’s decision to marry Arturo and raise their daughter in Los Angeles. The marriage was for citizenship, since Arturo was a US citizen while she wasn’t, and they wanted their child to be a citizen as well. She continued to visit Amador for several years after Celeste was born, until the day they found her dead in her vacation home in Baja. Both men blamed the other, though no killer was ever found and brought to justice.

      Except we now know who the killer was.

      He goes on to tell us how the trio took Gustavo Delgado under their wings when he was a teen in Mexico, inducted him into their business, and taught him everything he knows. He pretended to remain loyal to Arturo for years after their split. Unbeknownst to Arturo, Delgado had been working for Amador all along, providing him details about Arturo’s business and generally stoking their ongoing vendetta against each other, to keep suspicion off him. Delgado kept his secret from both men, feeding off their trust, until Marco’s brother uncovered the last piece of intel that would implicate him. Mason Black didn’t share Delgado’s secret, though. He held it over the other man’s head as leverage to protect his family. At least until Delgado had earned enough power and allies to no longer fear retribution from the men he’d wronged.

      “Gustavo’s been planning this all along,” Amador says, his voice husky with pent-up wrath. “The moment he had the opportunity to stand against me, to show his true colors, he didn’t hesitate. He flaunted his actions once he knew I couldn’t hurt him. The last conversation we had, he told me in great detail what he did to her—how he preyed on Lola’s trust as his mentor, got close to her, then raped and murdered her.”

      His hand shakes as he lifts his glass to his mouth and swallows. The rage in his eyes is unmistakable, and I glance at Jake, who catches my silent signal and surreptitiously removes the remaining Scotch from the table.

      “I will kill him. But before I do, he will suffer.”

      “Let us help,” Marco says in a quiet, even voice, his chilly hatred of the man in question clear in his tone. I shoot him a look of alarm, but he just clenches his jaw and glares back.

      Amador fixes his gaze on Marco, his stare equally intense. “Would you join me? I will pay you whatever you ask. My limit for this deal was twenty million, but I’ll go higher. You have men, yes? Let’s join forces, Ana. Help me destroy Gustavo Delgado.”

      “After what you told me about him, it would be my pleasure,” I say.

      He swallows the rest of his drink and is grinning when he puts down the glass. Then he rises slowly and removes his tie. He tosses it onto the table and stalks toward me, rolling up his sleeves. Marco and Jake rise, but I shake my head. I’m not in danger, and even if I were, the man is three sheets to the wind. I could take him down in a heartbeat.

      “You know what, Ana?” he purrs, nearly upon me.

      “What?”

      “I just remembered you aren’t wearing panties. I could smell your sweet chocha all the way to the marina. My mouth watered the entire time. Will you give me a taste, now that we’re about to become partners?”

      I glance at the boys, whose eyes darken. Amador sees my attention shift to them and looks over his shoulder. “May I eat your woman’s pussy?”

      A hot sensation flutters deep in my belly at the fact that he asked permission. Jake looks at Marco, and I expect Marco to look at me for a cue, but he just smirks and tilts his chin. “Take off your clothes first. Then we’re next after you make her come.” He gestures between himself and Jake.

      Surprisingly Amador just chuckles as he turns back to me, already unbuttoning his dress shirt and slipping it off.

      “Kindred spirits,” he says, kicking off his shoes, then shedding his pants. He takes the time to carefully drape each item over the back of his chair, then turns back to me. He’s even more impressive naked than he was clothed, more fit than most men his age. I manage to keep thoughts of Dad carefully locked away. There’s no place for them here, in this moment, even though I know what we’re doing will ultimately save him.

      Amador is hard all over, his body lean, his muscles well-defined due to decades of dedicated work. He also doesn’t have a trace of hair below his face. Even his groin is bare and devoid of a tan line, his skin an even light brown all the way to his feet—except for his long, thick cock, which deepens from brown to purple at the tip.

      His knees pop as he drops to the floor in front of me, then reaches for me. He hooks his hands behind my knees and hauls me to the edge of the bed. I gasp, but don’t object, parting my thighs farther and letting my knees splay wide when he pushes up the hem of my dress.

      I’m still spinning at the shift from pledging murder to wanting sex, but with a man like him, I shouldn’t be surprised. I cast one last look toward Marco just as Amador presses his mouth between my thighs, then oh god, I stop thinking entirely.

      They do say that with age comes experience, but despite the fact he just confessed to not having been with a woman in decades, he hasn’t lost an ounce of skill when it comes to eating pussy. I could take lessons from him, and I thought I was an expert.

      It might be the liquor or the fatigue—or both—but I have no issue surrendering to the pleasure. The only distraction is Marco, and when I look at him, he moves toward us. I start to mouth, “What?” but he just shakes his head and begins to undress. Jake follows his lead, stripping and joining Marco on the bed, where they each recline on either side of me, naked and hard.

      This is a fucking fantasy come true, being serviced by three men at once. Marco takes my mouth while Jake presses kisses along my jaw and across my collarbone. When Jake peels down the top of my dress, they both take one nipple and suck.

      My earlier orgasm increased my endurance, but didn’t dull my enjoyment one ounce. I could happily let them pleasure me until dawn, but I saw how hard they both were when we left the club. They’ve earned a bit of reciprocation. I reach down and wrap a hand around each of them and begin to stroke. The harmony of masculine groans captures Amador’s attention, and he pauses his very thorough and attentive work to watch me stroke my boys for a few seconds.

      “I’m not likely to come anytime soon, if you want to try something different,” I say.

      He glances out the window and sighs. “Time is short. I propose we return the favors they gave us earlier. What do you think?”

      I grin at him. “I think that’s a perfect way to end the night.”

      I roll toward Marco and straddle him when he lies back, then bend and kiss him. My dress is a cascade of bright color around my legs, still attached around my waist. I shift down to kneel between Marco’s legs and shimmy the rest of the way out of the dress before using both hands to grip his stiff erection.

      “Ana,” he groans, letting his head fall back and his eyes close. “I need you.” His gaze is so earnest, I’m tempted to make love to him, but that isn’t what we agreed on. Jake has already shifted up the bed to make room for Amador to climb on, lie between his legs, and take him in his mouth. He’s evidently as skilled at sucking dick as he is at eating pussy, judging by the look on Jake’s face.

      Instead I shift down and begin by delicately taking Marco’s balls in one hand and running my tongue all over them. Then I glide my lips up the underside of his cock, flicking my tongue out as I go. I watch him at every opportunity, my will tested with every longing look he gives me. As erotic and fun as this entire scenario has been, I ache to be alone with him, to assure him my feelings haven’t changed. But all I can do is put every single drop of that emotion into the act of sucking his dick.

      I hold him in one hand as I wrap my lips around his tip, then sink down, swallowing him as deep as I can. With my other hand, I reach for him, and he twines his fingers through mine, holding on tight, our hands pressed together into the mattress beside his hip. He touches my face lightly, brushing my hair out of the way as I begin to bob and he begins to thrust.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I catch Amador’s movements combined with Jake’s noises of pure enjoyment, then a deep groan when Amador presses his fingers into Jake’s ass.

      “Do it,” Marco murmurs, and I lift my gaze to him, eyebrows raised in question. “Finger me. I’ll show you how.”

      My body heats at the awareness of what he’s asking. I stuck my finger in Jake’s ass before, but didn’t go that far. For me, all it takes is penetration and I lose it. But I know it’s different for guys, and I want so badly to make Marco lose his mind with pleasure.

      I slip my lips off the end of his cock and stick my fingers in my mouth, making sure they’re well lubricated with saliva. He bends his knees and pulls them up to his chest. His tight sphincter is on display below his balls, already glistening from the saliva that slipped down his cock while I sucked him. With one hand still lightly gripping his cock, I push two fingers into him. He grunts softly, but relaxes.

      “Turn your fingers and hook them like this,” he says, making a slow “come here” gesture with his index and middle finger. I do as he says, and I feel it. It’s a somewhat firm, yet small bundle of tissue that feels different than the rest surrounding it. I’m suddenly very glad I didn’t opt for artificial nails and kept my own neatly trimmed.

      Before I make the motion he showed me, I take his cock into my mouth again, then with my eyes trained on his face, I suck at the same time I hook my fingers.

      The effect is nearly instantaneous. He arches his back, letting out a curse as he slams both hands onto the bed and grabs at the covers. His cock spasms in my hand, but I keep hold, maintaining a steady rhythm while I continue to gently rub that magic spot inside him.

      Then he emits a low, almost plaintive moan as his cock erupts into my mouth. But it isn’t just a few spurts and done this time—he keeps coming, and coming, and coming, his muscles tight and trembling, a sheen of sweat covering his body by the time it stops.

      I withdraw my hand and lick my lips as I rise onto my knees, but before I can say anything, Marco sits up and hauls me into his arms, kissing me hard.

      “Goddamn, that was epic,” he says, still breathing hard, his forehead pressed to mine.

      I hear a soft chuckle behind me and turn to see Amador relaxed at the end of the bed, forearm draped across one bent knee. Jake looks well-attended on the other side of the bed, his body all languid, limbs splayed.

      “Pleasing men well is a talent. You might think we’re uncomplicated, and we are, but keeping him hooked relies on knowing a few tricks. I’m impressed you’re adventurous enough to learn them, Ana.”

      I shrug. “I like to keep my men happy. It pays off.”

      “I can see that it does.” He takes in both other men, a determined glint in his eyes. “Tonight went beyond my expectations. I understand that you can’t leave the Caymans without completing your business, but I’m determined to have both you and the goods you’re selling. If it’s all right with you, I’d like to remain on your yacht until your business is done. Whatever the highest bid is from the others, I will beat it by five percent. Then we can spend the day’s trip to Cancún continuing to get to know each other.”

      “I need to set the record straight,” I say, slipping off Marco’s lap and kneeling in front of Amador. I rest a hand on his chest, which is warm with a healthy heartbeat thudding within. “We may be kindred spirits, but you cannot have me. You already guessed that Desi and Owen are more than just my bodyguards. We make room to play, but we’re committed. If you want to continue a partnership with me, you need to accept that.”

      He’s impassive as he absorbs my words, but I catch the slightest flinch betraying emotion he otherwise keeps buried. Finally he narrows his eyes and looks between the other two men. “I think you misunderstood me, Ana. It isn’t just you I want—it’s all three of you, and I’m willing to bide my time until you realize what we can be if we become true partners in everything.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            31

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          Marco

        

      

    

    
      Thankfully, Amador and his guards remain on the lower pool deck while the rest of us deal with the appointments Sadie set up with the other interested buyers. By noon, we’ve met all three men, taken each one for a spin in the sub, and then sent them off with instructions to bid when the auction opens, which just happened moments ago.

      Amador is on his phone, watching the bids come in. They aren’t only from the people who saw the goods in person, either. There are about a dozen altogether, most bidding sight-unseen, which is a testament to how valuable the item on the block is. I imagine intel has leaked from one of our local buyers about the quality of what we’re selling, so others want in on the action too.

      Naturally, Amador’s waiting until the last possible moment. The auction window is limited to three hours, during which we sit and watch a laptop screen together as the numbers rise. The first bid that came in was ten million, about half the retail price of the sub, but it climbs quickly after that. By the ninety-minute mark, it’s up to fifty million and slowing to a crawl but still rising for the next hour.

      Amador doesn’t even flinch when he begins to type in his bid as the seconds tick down to the end. He hits submit just as the timer ticks over and the auction site goes red, his final bid flashing on the screen. Seventy-five million dollars, which blows my mind. But then if we were really going to let him keep the thing, he’d earn six times that with a single drug shipment.

      I tear my attention from the screen to see Jake already climbing the stairs up to the bridge deck. A moment later, the engines kick on at a low rumble deep within the bowels of the yacht, and the motor for the anchor hums to life, rhythmic clanking accompanying its ascent. We’re heading out of the harbor within twenty minutes of the auction ending.

      The fact that the plan is working so well should excite me, but now I’m just anxious. I should be glad that Sadie hasn’t had the chance to call in her bet from last night. Not that I’d try to get out of it, but I have a feeling what’s in store for me—for us—with Amador is going to be even more outside my comfort zone.

      Sadie lets out a satisfied sigh and closes the laptop. “Just in time for the game,” she announces, pushing away from the table and walking into the lounge, where she hits a button on the console behind the sofa. The painting on the wall opposite the sofa slides up into the ceiling, and the panels behind it slide apart, revealing an enormous flat-screen television.

      “A woman after my own heart!” Amador announces, laughing as he joins her on the sectional that faces the television. “Ah, las Tigres. Why didn’t I guess you’d follow women’s football?”

      “One day I hope to own my own team,” Sadie says.

      I wander in after them and stand in the doorway just in time to catch Amador giving her a look of utter bafflement. She is one-of-a-kind, but what he doesn’t know is that she researched the fuck out of him for this role. I’d almost forgotten how big a soccer fan he is, but she didn’t.

      “Can I get either of you a drink or a snack?” I offer. “I’m just going to head to the kitchen and check on lunch, then see what Owen’s up to.”

      “Tell the chef to keep it simple this afternoon, but tonight we want to celebrate, don’t we, Vicente?” She gives his thigh a light squeeze, and her look is direct and suggestive.

      He takes her hand and raises it to his lips. “Tonight, I will be your host. Owen said we’d arrive in Cancún by dusk. I made a few calls while you were seeing to business to make sure my housekeeper is ready for our arrival. I am sparing no expense to make sure the three of you feel welcome. Perhaps you will stay a while.”

      Sadie glances at me, a delighted look in her eyes. “How wonderful. I can’t wait,” she says, turning back to him, then leaning in to kiss him.

      She’s so damn convincing, I can’t help the knot that forms deep in my gut. I grit my teeth and turn. “I’ll have the chef send up some food,” I say, then head to the kitchen, even though I swore I wouldn’t leave the pair of them alone together. She’s laying it on thick for good reason, but it’s fucking torture to watch.

      As it turns out, the kitchen is already prepping lunch for the crew, who are watching the same game in their own small lounge. I request they send up more of the same collection of finger foods and cold cuts to the main deck’s lounge, as well as two sandwiches that I carry up to the bridge with a six pack of beer and a bag of chips.

      Jake’s relaxing in the captain’s chair, gazing out at the water.

      “Clear skies all the way to Cancún,” he says. “I’m starting to itch, though. This is all going too well so far.”

      “Bite your tongue,” I say, handing him one of the plates and settling at the small table near the window with my own. He joins me, twisting the top off a beer and digging into his sandwich.

      “There’s chatter on the dark web forums that at least one of the bidders today felt cheated. Corluka’s crying foul, saying we had a side deal with Amador.”

      “He isn’t wrong, but does he have any actual proof?” I ask.

      “Nothing more than evidence that Ana met with Amador, which isn’t enough to justify action on his part, and he knows it.”

      “Well, we can’t trust he’ll behave logically. We should keep our eyes open. Get word out to the men to listen for anything suggesting Corluka’s watching Amador. We should tell Ana when we have a moment alone.”

      He chuckles. “Good luck with that. I have a feeling it might be a while before she detaches herself from him. At least until the captain’s free.”

      I finish my food and sit back, opening a second beer. His is empty, so I offer another to him. He shakes his head. “I’m good with one. Someone’s gotta drive this thing. She’s a fucking wet dream too.”

      “You have a crew for this. Let them do what Drake pays them for.”

      “I don’t mind the solitude. Besides, we’ll both have to be on all night if Amador has his way.” He narrows his eyes at me. “Are you ready to perform, if necessary?”

      I shrug. “I’ll figure it out.”

      “That kiss last night . . . You had me believing you’d already figured it out.”

      “That was different. You’re you. He’s a monster.”

      He sighs. “You can’t think of him that way if you want to convince him we’re all-in. You heard his story.”

      “Yeah, and it almost made him sound human. I guess I just think it’s dangerous if we let down our guard.” I don’t say it, but I’m also surprised that Sadie’s warming to him so much. I doubt she’s forgotten about her dad though, so it’s likely just a testament to how good she is at her job. Believing a lie yourself can go a long way to making others believe it too.

      “Just try to pretend you think like him, at least. We know we’re the good guys, but we have to make him believe we’re at least living in a moral gray area. Being willing to share her with him is the easiest way to prove that.” I don’t answer, and he reaches out and grabs my forearm. “Fucking relax, brother, or you’re gonna have a stroke.”

      I force my jaw to unclench and sit back. “How are you not beside yourself over him touching her?”

      His eyebrows shoot up. “Well, for starters, you’re the one in love with her, not me. And you need to remember that this is our job.”

      “Fuck. I know that, but I thought after the other night that you . . . or the three of us . . .” I wince, because I’m not sure what I thought.

      “I’m playing a part as much as she is. Don’t get me wrong, I fucking love you both. I’d die for you. But it isn’t like that for me. I don’t know if there’s an individual out there who would get me well enough to fall the way you two have for each other. But I do know the two of you don’t need me horning into things long-term. You belong together. If you want to fool around from time to time, fucking fantastic. I will never say no. But if you thought we’d wind up in some kind of throuple like your brother, I hope I’m not bursting your bubble by saying that ain’t gonna happen.”

      I don’t miss the edge of resignation to his tone, but I’m also a little relieved that he spelled it out for me. “You’re a great guy. You’ll find someone,” I say, hoping it doesn’t come off like empty platitudes.

      He shakes his head. “Man, I’m both the easiest and hardest to please. The only thing I require of a sex partner is that they want to bang. But when it comes to love . . . I’m just not sure if anyone has the right mix of strange for me, and I won’t settle for less than perfect. Life’s too fucking short.”

      “Is all this enough for you, though?”

      “This mission is probably the most fun I’ve had in a long time. Getting the two of you to crack open and finally reveal your truths is something I’ve been waiting for since we met. I’m so glad I got to be here for it. I get off on watching you together. Getting to participate is just a bonus, but not required. It’s enough for now. What’s more fascinating to me at the moment though is seeing how he ticks.”

      I raise my eyebrows. “Amador, you mean.”

      He leans forward, and in a more conspiratorial tone says, “He’s going to break. I can feel it. But I have to be honest, I’m not sure if I feel good about it. I just can’t shake this sense that we’re after the wrong man.”

      “Our orders are clear,” I say. “She’d say the same thing.”

      “I know, and I’m not going rogue or anything. But you know who’s at the root of his madness.”

      “I also know he’s still a goddamn criminal. Delgado’s guilt does not absolve Amador of his own. I have to believe that he’ll deserve whatever he gets when we turn him over to the feds.”

      From my vantage, I have an eye on both of Amador’s guards. One has been napping while the other keeps an eye on his boss through the windows from where he sits on the deck outside the lounge. He disappears from sight, and I end the conversation so we don’t run the risk of anyone hearing who shouldn’t.

      But Jake has to get in the last word. “She’ll want to do whatever is necessary to save her dad. If it comes down to it, I’ll back her, and I have a feeling you will too.”
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      When I descend the steps back down to the main deck, I nod at Amador’s guard still stationed outside the door to the lounge. He gives me an impassive stare as I push through the slider to go inside. Just as I’m closing the door behind me, I’m positive I hear the man mutter a homophobic slur in Spanish, and my hair stands on end. When I glance back through the window at him, he’s dipping tobacco into his cheek and doesn’t look up.

      I take a breath, tamping down my discomfort. I can’t afford to take issue with it, but I’ll keep an eye on him either way. If the other guard still napping feels the same way, Jake and I need to be careful about what we do in their presence. Maybe Amador observes a don’t-ask, don’t-tell policy within his business. This wasn’t something Chris went into detail about, though he didn’t make it sound like their affair was exactly public.

      The remnants of their lunch are in the center of the coffee table, and I don’t see Sadie at first, but when I approach the rear of the sofa, her head comes into view, resting on the cushy arm. Her legs are stretched out, her bare feet on Amador’s lap, and he’s massaging them as they watch the game. A sick twist tangles in my gut, but I force a smile when she looks up at me.

      “Hey, you,” she says, reaching for me as I come around the end of the sofa. She sits up and pats the spot nearest the arm. I slide in and she scoots down, resting her head on my lap with a contented sigh as she stretches her legs across Amador’s again. He picks up where he left off. “I’ve always wanted a harem. Now I have one.”

      I narrow my eyes at her, then chuckle, because I know she’s low-key picking on me for not being able to wrap my head around my sister’s relationship.

      My talk with Jake illuminated the truth to me: I don’t want to share her. Not completely, anyway. Her body is one thing . . . she’s too much of a force of nature for me to pretend I could pin her down sexually—I mean, not unless she let me. But her heart . . . that’s different. And it makes me itch that I can’t have a talk with her about it now.

      Instead I just let myself relax and stroke her hair, simply enjoying the comfortable weight of her against my thighs. Within a few minutes her breathing slows to a soft, even cadence, and I can’t help but stare down at her for several seconds while she sleeps.

      “You love her.”

      I blink and look up, realizing I’d been so fixated on how beautiful she looks in this moment that I almost forgot about everything else. The fatigue of an all-nighter with zero sleep is getting to me as much as it already got to her.

      Amador smiles and gives Sadie an affectionate look. “She’s magnificent, so it’s no surprise. But take my advice and don’t try to control her. Or him.” He tilts his head up, indicating the bridge deck above us.

      “I wouldn’t . . .”

      “Maybe you don’t think that now, but I see the look in your eyes. They are both wild creatures who deserve to be loved for who they are. Try to control that and they will leave you, if they don’t break.”

      “Sounds like you speak from experience. Is that what you did? Tried to control the two people you loved?”

      He heaves a weary sigh and shakes his head. “No. I was one of the wild ones. So was she. I think we both broke when Arturo couldn’t accept what we were to each other. She tried so hard to fix things too, but back then, it wasn’t as easy as it is now for men like us to just be.”

      I glance back at the silhouette of the guard beyond the windows. “I’m guessing it’s still difficult.”

      He gives a rueful laugh. “Good help is hard to find, but a healthy paycheck and dose of fear keeps the disrespect to a minimum. My men do as they’re told and don’t ask questions.”

      “This is why you seem to trust us so easily, isn’t it? Because we have this in common.”

      “It isn’t just that you are deviants like me. There are many other factors. Gustavo was like a son to me. When he betrayed me, I didn’t just lose a lieutenant; I lost an heir. My own daughter is loyal to Arturo, and I may never set eyes on her again.” He trails off and gazes down at Sadie with a soft smile. “She’s everything I ever wanted.”

      “ . . . in a daughter?” I ask, giving him a dubious look.

      He laughs. “In a protégé. And I feel lucky that I found you before I was too old to enjoy you.”

      “Just as long as you remember we belong to her, and she belongs to no one,” I caution, then shrug apologetically at his lifted eyebrow when I realize I basically just repeated the same advice he gave me only moments ago. “What I’m saying is that if she decides not to stay, there’s nothing any of us can do about it.”

      “I am going to war and need allies, otherwise I wouldn’t ask you to. The only thing I ask is for enough time and whatever resources you can offer to help me destroy Gustavo. The guns are only a start. If you have more, that would be better. Sadly, I will have to wait until this war is over before I can take advantage of my other acquisition.”

      “His business is new, as I understand it. With someone as established as you, it should be easy to take him down. I’m not sure what Ana can offer that you don’t already have more of. Aside from the guns, of course.”

      He curls his fingers possessively around her ankle, and I can’t help the reflexive tightening of my hand against her side. She doesn’t stir, though.

      “More of my own men were loyal to him than I thought. I’ve been recruiting, but the process is slow. Vetting the new recruits is tedious. Your expertise in that area would be beneficial. Plus there’s this other potential threat . . . I still don’t know what to make of it.”

      “The man who took your friend, you mean. What do you know about him?”

      “Almost nothing, but he has money behind him, whoever he is. He was wearing tactical gear when we captured him. And he must have had a skilled team to be able to capture a man like Cal Logan without more of a fight. I can’t afford to fight a second enemy right now, but I need to know who pulls his strings. My instincts tell me I won’t like the answer.”

      His instincts would be on point. But we’ll need to figure out how to redirect his attention from the captain and still keep him alive. I have zero ideas, but maybe Sadie’s thought of something already. For now, I need to show my solidarity.

      “Owen can help with that. We’ll get your answers for you.”

      “If you help me with this, there is nothing I won’t do to repay the favor.”

      I nod, even though I’m sure the opposite is also true: if we betray him, he will spare no expense trying to destroy us.
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      I’m disoriented when I wake up in my own cabin, Marco’s arm curled around me, holding me tight against him. His breathing is slow and even, but the second I turn my head, he tightens his hold.

      “What time is it?” I murmur, checking my wrist before remembering I swapped out my utilitarian watch for a silver bracelet. But the dimness in here suggests it’s late. Just past dusk, is my guess.

      “Dunno,” Marco mumbles, so I grab his wrist and turn it to look at his watch. It’s almost eight p.m. As if on cue, I both hear and feel the subtle shift of the yacht’s engines gearing down, then stopping altogether. This must mean we’re docking in Cancún.

      “What are you doing?” I ask cautiously.

      “Napping,” Marco says, his voice muffled against my neck.

      “And where’s our guest?”

      “Probably doing the same thing. Are you worried?”

      “Jake’s driving the boat, so who’s watching Amador?”

      “Jake’s keeping an eye on the security feed from the bridge. We figured Amador was harmless as long as we were in the middle of the ocean.” He pauses, his body shifting and the bed dipping as he pushes up onto an elbow to look down at me. “Is it weird if I trust him?”

      “Probably not wise, but I get it. He’s . . .”

      “Honorable,” Marco finishes. “Like . . .”

      “Lawful evil.”

      He snorts. “I suppose he follows his own code, but I think he’d be up front about it if he were going to fuck us over.”

      “Unless he knew we intended to fuck him over.”

      He blows a breath out through his nose and nods. “There is that. Well, I guess we’re here, so let’s get on with this double-cross.”

      Every moment with our target makes it more and more difficult not to like him. I haven’t forgotten about the body count he has under his belt, but a small part of me is convinced that all the people he killed probably had it coming. It makes it easier to play the part of Ana María Blanco, at least, which I slip back into the second he’s in sight on the deck again, bowing slightly as the gangway is lowered to his small personal marina. The dock we’re anchored at juts out into a deep cove just below the bluffs where his compound sits, facing the Gulf, and the windows of the beautiful mission-style mansion are warmly lit.

      It’s a long walk up, however, so I remain barefoot, carrying my sandals. Residual warmth from the setting sun radiates from the stone steps into the soles of my feet. Halfway up, the first delicious aromas of food reach me, and my stomach rumbles. I almost let out a very Sadie-like curse before reining in the urge and switching to Spanish to express my excitement.

      An elderly woman in a simple dress and apron waits for us at the top of the steps. She greets Amador with a nod. “La cena está casi lista, señor,” she says. Supper is almost ready, thank fuck.

      “Gracias, Camila,” he responds. “Please show my guests to the suites I had you prepare. We’ll eat in half an hour.” He rests a hand at my lower back and lowers his mouth to my ear. “I’m putting you in the room adjoining mine. I hope you don’t mind.”

      “Not at all,” I reply with a smile.

      He nods toward his housekeeper. “Camila will provide whatever you need. All you need to do is ask.”

      Camila turns to me and her eyebrows lift, a slight smile brightening her age-lined features. She darts a sly look back at Amador, who tuts at her and shakes his head to warn her against commenting. The exchange says so much without saying anything, and it’s gratifying to know my persona has the desired effect not just on him, but on his staff as well.

      “I will meet you at dinner, then,” he says, giving me a light peck on the cheek before gesturing to his two bodyguards to join him and heading off at a quick pace toward the house.

      “Where’s he off to in such a hurry?” Jake asks.

      “Señor Amador is a very busy man,” Camila says, pure pride seeping from her voice.

      “Have you worked for him very long?” I ask.

      “Sí, since the start. I was here the day he broke ground on his house more than thirty years ago.”

      “It’s wonderful that he has such a loyal woman to look out for him,” I say.

      “I do what is necessary. He needs one who can be with him all the time, which I am not able to do.” She casts a pointed look at me again, clearly sizing me up for the role of wife. “Are you fertile?”

      I blink at her, dumbfounded. Wow, you get right to the point, don’t you?

      It takes me a second to suppress my knee-jerk response when people bring up the subject of breeding. I’m playing a part, I remind myself, and women like Ana are probably baby-crazy. Marco has a sudden coughing fit behind me, and now I have to resist the urge to elbow him in the gut.

      I give her a sweet smile, eyes bright as I lie through my teeth. “As far as I’m aware. My mother had four children. Sadly, I’m the only one still alive to carry on our family name. It’s so important to have an heir, isn’t it?”

      “Sí, sí. He keeps trusting orphans, and they keep betraying him. He needs his own son or daughter who he can mold in his image. Not a malparido like Delgado or pervertidos like that gringo Logan.”

      I dart a look back at Jake and Marco, who walk a couple paces behind us. Marco is frowning and Jake winces. Evidently Camila doesn’t approve of her boss’ lifestyle, yet she still adores him. No doubt she blames everyone but the king himself for his proclivities. Which means the guys need to be careful, because I can definitely see this woman spitting in their soup if she ever catches them being intimate with her boss.

      As we continue along the path, I make a point to scan our surroundings. The house is high on bluffs overlooking the Gulf of Mexico, but the hill inland slopes down slightly. As we approach the rear patio, a large wrought iron fence looms to one side, and through the bars I can see a door to the lower level, which is partway underground, except for half a wall and the door out to a gravel drive where a dark Range Rover is parked.

      According to Chris, Amador’s personal prison is through that door. The easiest way to access it is from inside the house, provided we can bypass his guards, but if we need to make a quick exit, that’s the door we need to get through.

      Camila leads us through a terracotta-tiled courtyard surrounded by breezeways lush with greenery in raised beds. The second story features a deep veranda stretching around an entire wing. Every inch of the walls facing the Gulf have windows or French doors leading out, every room with a view to the east. She keeps up the idle chatter, most of which is praise for her employer, who she clearly thinks of as a son.

      When she leads us inside, she pauses in a formal dining room, where a pair of women in matching maid’s uniforms are setting the table for four.

      “This is where evening meals are served promptly at seven. Tonight we are making an exception, since you arrived so late.” She stops at the head of the table, hands on the back of the chair. Behind her is an enormous portrait of a stunning, dark-haired woman in a red dress, and I am absolutely positive Camila’s little detour was deliberate.

      I indulge her by gazing up at the portrait of Lola Prieto and letting out a little sigh. “She was so beautiful. Does he still miss her?”

      She gives me a slight smile, which tells me I passed whatever test she was giving me. “It has been so long, but just as much of her blood, sweat, and tears went into building this house as his. She should have married him. She might have lived, if she had.”

      She crosses herself and bows her head, reciting a brief prayer in Spanish before turning toward the door. Her omission of Arturo Flores from the narrative isn’t lost on me, but I’m afraid to ask about him. She has to know the truth about Lola’s death by now, if Amador is openly waging war against Delgado. Except Ana is only supposed to be privy to certain details, and I’m not sure if Arturo’s relationship with Amador is something I should bring up.

      But as a potential love interest, there is something I could ask, if I can figure out how to word it in a way that doesn’t set off alarm bells for her.

      I speed up to fall into step beside her as she ascends a staircase. I lean in, and in a conspiratorial whisper, I ask, “Are any of the rumors true about Vicente and Arturo Flores, the man Lola married?”

      She frowns and shoots a wary look my way. “Why do you ask?”

      “Oh, not because I’m concerned about his, um, interests. We spent last night together, after all, so I have no doubt about that. My concern is keeping him happy. That’s all. I have other resources to offer.” I plaster a faux-innocent smile on and give the slightest head tilt toward Jake and Marco. She pauses and looks over her shoulder at my two bodyguards, then lifts her chin and moves down the corridor toward an open door.

      “He does enjoy variety, as long as you remember where your loyalties lie.”

      “So it’s true,” I murmur. “Are they in touch? After finding out the truth about Lola . . . have either of them reached out to mend things?”

      She presses her lips into a tight line and stops at one doorway. “Your room.” She points at Marco and into the room. He hesitates, but enters when I give him a shooing motion. A valet is behind us, schlepping all our suitcases, and pauses to drop a bag inside the door for Marco before Camila promptly closes it in his face. She moves across the hall to basically command Jake to enter the next room. He wisely obeys, and I’m a little surprised she doesn’t lock them both in. I’m left alone with the woman, continuing down the hall.

      “He cut ties with that traitor years ago. What makes you think he’d talk to him now?”

      We reach a larger door near the end of the hall, and she opens it to reveal a beautiful room with a four-poster bed of polished mahogany covered in an embroidered silk comforter. I turn to her as contrite as can be.

      “I don’t mean to offend. It’s just that he told me about what happened with Gustavo Delgado. If it’s true that Amador and Arturo both loved Lola, perhaps they can be allies again? It’s clear he is looking for more manpower to fight this war. Gustavo betrayed them both, so it stands to reason they’d be formidable if they joined forces again. She was Arturo’s wife. Mother of his child.”

      She scowls, but doesn’t disagree. This wasn’t necessarily part of our mission, but Arturo is on the DEA’s side, so if we can convince Amador to allow him into his inner circle again, we’d have even more leverage to break him.

      I shrug and raise my hands. “Forget I said anything. I know it’s up to him, and if he’s too short-sighted to see the opportunity, I will leave it alone. You and I both know how men often don’t see the forest for the trees. But you know him best.”

      “I know him better than he knows himself,” she says, relaxing. “But you make a good point. I’ll think about it. Now I’ll leave you alone to freshen up for dinner. The room is furnished with toiletries and clothes if there’s anything you forgot to bring, but if you can’t find something you need, please just ring the staff office by dialing four on your phone.” She points to an ancient rotary telephone that I’m willing to bet isn’t connected to an outside line at all.

      It doesn’t matter, though. The second she closes the door, I check the room for cameras and bugs, but find none. Then I retrieve the tablet and portable satellite uplink from my bags and plug them both into the nearest wall outlet. It happens to be behind a dresser, which means I have to do some careful work to avoid making noise. The dresser has a faux back that I slice a small hole in for the cords so I can stash the devices in a drawer when I’m not using them.

      Once the uplink connects, we’ll have a private, undetectable network to communicate with base. The signal here is strong, but still takes several minutes for the encryption program to secure the connection. While I’m waiting, I glance at the art on the wall above the dresser.

      “Fuck me . . .” I mutter, eyes going wide at the elaborate, yet gruesome pair of items hanging behind glass in two identical ornate frames. Each one is an oblong, vertical shape that is wide at the top and tapers down to the bottom. The designs covering every inch of these disturbing canvasses are Japanese-style ink work, the patterns unique to the Yakuza.

      I’m too fascinated to be disgusted by it, though. I put my equipment away and just stare at the design, tilting my head to take in all the ornate details: the tail of a dragon; the wing of a phoenix; a branch of cherry blossoms.

      Then I glance around and find more of the same. A few feet over is another diptych with similar, yet smaller swaths of tattooed skin, the whorls of wrinkles indicating where the owner’s elbows once were. They aren’t quite identical, but the style is the same, and I can piece together a narrative from the imagery.

      There are two more frames on the opposite wall, one with the front of a torso complete with nipples and navel, easy to identify, thanks to the column of un-inked skin between the two sections of design. Beside it is the back piece featuring a samurai warrior in vibrant color, suggesting the skin has been treated with some kind of lacquer or preservative.

      Altogether the designs make up a cohesive whole, and I have a sudden flash of understanding. Yakuza was obvious from the style, but it isn’t until I examine all the pieces that it’s clear they were once connected, that only one man was killed to create this collection.

      Or more likely, he was skinned alive.
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      My phone buzzes in my pocket, and I fish it out to find a message in our private three-way chat from Sadie: “Get your butt over here, you need to see this.”

      I’m out the door a few seconds ahead of Jake, who shoots me a perplexed look. A door opens farther down the hall and Sadie sticks her head out, eyes wide with excitement.

      “Guys!” she stage-whispers. “Come check this out.”

      I give a quick scan of the corridor and see no one, so I follow Jake down the hall and into her room, which turns out to be the trippiest art gallery I’ve ever seen.

      “Holy shit. I’d heard about it, but it’s not the same as seeing it,” Jake says.

      “So this is pretty good incentive not to get caught,” I say.

      “No, you’re not seeing what I’m seeing. This was only one man,” she says, waving as she spins in the center of the room. I’m distracted for a moment by how cute she looks with her pretty sundress flaring out around her toned legs, then mentally kick myself, because she’d hate that I thought of her as cute. I clear my throat and focus on the wall, studying each frame carefully, my stomach sinking deeper every second.

      “Ito Ishizaki disappeared ten years ago,” I say, pulling the details from my memory of a “most wanted” list of organized crime bosses I set eyes on during a different mission. “The Yakuza covered it up, but that didn’t keep the US intelligence community from poking around into what happened. They never found any evidence to lead them to the truth.”

      “Who was he?” Jake asks. “Guessing he must’ve been important, if you know his name.”

      I swallow and nod. “He was oyabun of the Haruki-kai, one of the more prominent Yakuza clans. At least until this happened. They fell from grace afterward. There are only hints of the fallout in the intel we retrieved from Zavala—just enough to suggest that it put the fear of God into every other cartel in Mexico, as much as in the Yakuza. They all benefited from Amador taking this man off the board.”

      “Damn,” Jake says, swaying back on his heels. “Guessing this was a show of strength on the part of our boy. I wonder what the full story is.”

      “None of our business,” I say. “It’s not our job to delve into his past crimes, just to take him down. We need to stay on mission.” I look at Sadie, whose nose is inches from the glass protecting Ito’s back tattoo, a look of gruesome fascination pulling at her features. “It’s your call, babe.”

      She straightens and turns, shaking her head as if to dispel the disturbing images. “As much as this suggests he’s not likely to do the same thing to just anyone, I want to get to Dad first. I figure it’ll give us a chance to scope out the floor plan and scout for weak spots. But I don’t have a good excuse to visit him. You guys do.”

      “We’ll approach him about it over dinner,” I say. “If nothing else, making sure the captain knows we’re here will help give him the strength to hold out until we can finish this.”

      “He’s going to need a good cover story to spill for when we break him, through,” Jake says.

      Sadie grimaces. “I can figure that out. You’ll go easy on him, right?”

      Jake crosses his arms and grins. “I thought the old man trained you. You should know the best route to accurate intel is usually painless. As ex-SEALs, we not only have the experience to convince Amador that this is the right avenue, it also gives us a plausible excuse to build rapport with his captive. The captain should know this, so I’m sure he’ll know to play along.”

      Her body relaxes and she nods. “Thank you. I admit we haven’t had that many opportunities to interrogate captives. Our missions usually aren’t this detailed. We did a lot of kidnap and ransom missions, and obviously our targets for retrieval weren’t adversaries in those cases. They were the victims, and they were mostly children.”

      “Well, it’s a good thing you didn’t torture them,” Jake quips. “So what’s his cover story?”

      “Not now,” she says. “Let’s go down to dinner. I’ll text it to you on the secure network later tonight.”

      She opens the door and peeks out into the hallway, then nods at us, indicating it’s clear. We both head back to our rooms, where I unplug my phone from the charger and check the private server our team reports on. The connection is live, and a quick text arrives from Sadie. “Testing.”

      I text a quick message back, as does Jake, so we know we’re good. A moment later, Garcia replies with a thumbs up emoji, then, “Base is online. Good luck.”

      I slip back out and head toward the dining room.

      On and off throughout the meal, Camila hovers like a proud mama hen. She concentrates the majority of her attention on Ana, who I’m beginning to get used to inhabiting the body of the woman I’m falling for.

      It was disconcerting at first, but now I’m impressed at how much of a chameleon Sadie’s turned into since before we lost touch. How often has she played the honey trap? Did these types of missions have anything to do with her shift in sexual preference?

      Amador’s suitably enthralled by her, offering to give her a full tour of the compound after dessert. I can see in his eyes the hunger to make her stay, to make her his, but I’m less disturbed by it than I thought. I sympathize, because I know her well enough to understand she’s not the kind of woman to be possessed the way he wants to possess her. I know he knows it, yet the desire is still clear in his gaze.

      The tour is an unexpected bonus, and he gamely invites Jake and me to join them. As conversations progress over the course of the tour , however, I start to reevaluate my impression of what he wants from Ana. I’m still trying to reconcile the image I had in my head of Amador with the man himself. There are two very different sides to him, and somehow I’m coming to respect both of them.

      He’s a driven businessman, for one thing, and he’s good at his job, but the job also requires ruthless action to maintain his success. Murdering adversaries is just a part of doing business, and based on what we learned tonight, it’s likely he only murdered men who would do the same to him, given the chance. But the man I see tonight is smart, witty, and intensely passionate about the people he cares about.

      “Tell me more about Lola, if you don’t mind,” Sadie says after Amador leads us up two flights of stairs and down a short hallway to a balcony at the far corner of his house.

      Jake and I bracket the pair of them at the rail and stare out over the bluffs at the waves crashing far below. The sea breeze is warm tonight, and I’d give anything to be alone with her up here, but I’m not so petty that I can’t appreciate how good she is at her job, which is damn sexy.

      A shadow crosses Amador’s face, then fades into a wistful look. He swallows and smiles, turning to lean his hip on the rail to look down at her.

      “She was a lot like you, Ana—strong and smart and ambitious. Her family was rich, but she didn’t let the money get in the way of getting to know a poor boy like me. She was good at seeing the potential in people. She understood me in a way no one else has. But I think you understand, don’t you?” He lifts his gaze, and his eyes lock onto mine where I stand behind Sadie, watching and listening.

      She covers his hand with hers and nods. “I do. We do. I think together, we can be amazing.”

      He smiles and cups her cheek, then glances at me once again as if asking permission. I have an urge to pull her away, but suppress it and force a smile and a slight nod. Then he dips his head and kisses her.

      I meet Jake’s steady gaze over their heads. He gives me an understanding look and a half shrug. The second Amador pulls back, Jake claps him on the shoulder. “Let’s see the rest of this place. Tell us about building it. It sounds like there’s a story there. One of Ana’s projects when we get back to Bogotá is renovating her mom’s place, so if you have any tips, we’re all ears.”

      I hate how tongue-tied I’ve been during the mission so far. Jake’s not usually the one forced to carry on conversations, but I’m grateful that he steps in. He and Sadie keep the banter going, and I decide it’s not the worst thing to be the quiet, mysterious one. I’ve had a lot to process over the past few days—like coming to terms with an attraction I didn’t ever see coming, and I don’t mean my attraction for Sadie.

      The tour gives me the chance to watch all three of them, absorb their interactions, and absorb my own reactions to every little thing. The fact that Jake admitted his emotional limitations helps me realize I’m allowed to have my own, that my desire doesn’t have to be tied to my feelings so tightly. That I can want him without having to confess some deeper motivation. That I can also feel the same way for the monster we were sent here to destroy.

      Of course, the more time we spend with said monster, the less I see him as one. I’ve killed men in the course of carrying out my orders. Casualties go with the territory. How is what he does any different, objectively speaking? Does the fact that I did it under the auspice of my own patriotism make it better?

      Maybe it absolves me to be nothing but a tool for someone else’s agenda, but the more Amador opens up about his history, the more I realize that he is willing to own his actions. And his regrets. Something I’m not prepared to say for myself.

      If it weren’t for Jake, I’d be stuck in my own head the entire time, but when we make it back down to the first floor, he has the presence of mind to steer Amador further.

      “Let me guess—that’s the door to your dungeon, isn’t it?” He points past the foyer through an arch. Just beyond is a heavy wooden door with an iron grate over a small window. “Why don’t you introduce us to your latest captive?”

      A pair of beefy, dark-suited guards flank the door, and when Amador nods, one produces a key and opens it for us. The other side is a much more sterile space, little more than a landing above a set of steel stairs leading down. Fluorescent lights illuminate the way as he leads us below. The first door at the bottom opens to a surveillance room where another pair of men sit, only half-watching the monitors while they scroll on their phones. They sit up straighter when their boss steps in.

      He barely acknowledges them, pointing to the bank of screens arranged in a grid above the desk. There are at least a dozen of the house and grounds, but one bank of about six are mostly aimed at empty cells. Except for one screen, which shows a man seated on the concrete floor leaning against a wall, his head tilted back and his eyes closed. It’s the captain, and even though it’s been no more than a week since he was taken, he looks like he’s aged a decade.

      It takes all my control not to look at Sadie, but I feel her hand slip into mine, and I squeeze hard before releasing her.

      Jake crosses his arms and studies the screen. “What have you tried so far to break him?”

      Amador taps another screen that I realize is a larger room, just as stark and cold, but this one has a small window. A chair is bolted in the center near a drain in the concrete floor. Beside it is a chain hanging from the ceiling. On the opposite side is a wooden bench and a bucket with a soiled rag draped over the lip.

      “Everything, including waterboarding. He’s too well-trained to bend, much less break.”

      Jake nods, and I catch a devious glimmer in his eyes that I know well enough, but will no doubt be misinterpreted by Amador.

      “My man, one thing you need to understand is that with the level of training we go through, none of that shit is going to work. Desi and I can get through to him, though. Just give us a day, and we’ll get you the truth.”

      “How do you do it? Tell me the secret.”

      “It’ll be easier to show you. First thing tomorrow?”

      Amador studies Jake, then turns to me, assessing. He glances at Sadie next. “Are they as good as they say?”

      “Better,” she says. “You won’t be disappointed.” Her voice shakes the slightest amount, and it’s impossible for Amador not to pick up on it.

      He frowns. “You must be exhausted, Ana. Let me escort you back to your room.”

      She gives him a grateful smile. “I think we’re all a little exhausted. You have more stamina than I expected. I like it.”

      I turn and scan the room once more, committing the layout of the cameras to memory before we leave.

      Just as we’re about to climb the stairs, one of the men in the booth yells out in alarm. A second later, the unmistakable rumble of an explosion shakes the entire building.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            35

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          Sadie

        

      

    

    
      Amador spins on his heels back into the security room, frantically scanning the screens. One of the men points to the upper right.

      “Muro suroeste en la esquina,” he says. Southwest wall in the corner.

      I stare at it, close to panic. This wasn’t the plan. It isn’t time for Alpha team to break in yet. They’re supposed to wait for my signal, and they fucking know it’s not happening for at least a couple days after we get here. We have to get my dad out first, and notify the Federales to be ready to subdue any attempt at retaliation.

      Amador’s phone buzzes in his pocket, and he takes it out and taps the screen. His video call app opens, revealing a face I’ve only seen in photos. Behind me, Marco hisses.

      “Surprise,” Gustavo Delgado says. “You didn’t think I’d just sit waiting for you to come after me, did you?”

      Amador’s face is red with rage. “You should know better. Because when I get to you, I am bringing down every ounce of fury on your head, do you understand me?”

      “That’s if you get to me. There are two dozen explosives around the walls to your compound, and in and around your house. Surrender your business and all your assets to my control now, and everything stays intact. But for every hour you take to decide, I blow up another one. Within twenty-four hours, your entire legacy will have crumbled around your ears. Your whole fucking castle is going to fall into the sea, old man. Decide which you prefer. The clock is ticking.”

      The screen goes blank, and I dart a panicked look at Jake and Marco. I know exactly what we need to do, but my hands are tied as Ana. She’s not the kind of girl who gets her hands dirty disarming bombs.

      Marco is first to move. “We need to evacuate. You two get back to the yacht. Take Camila and any staff with you. How many men do you have guarding the place right now?”

      Amador recovers from his shock and growls. “I’m not giving that bastard the satisfaction of running me out of my own home.”

      “Do you believe he isn’t serious?” I ask.

      “Of course he’s serious!” he barks. “I can get to him within the hour, though. I have men tracking his location.”

      “Señor,” one of the men in the room says, hesitating as he glances between us. “We just got word that Delgado slipped our tail. We don’t know where he is, only that he was seen leaving Cancún a few hours ago.”

      Amador utters a string of curses about the quality of his employees, then turns to Marco. “I can’t let him get the better of me.”

      “And you won’t,” Marco says. “Owen and I have a background in bomb disposal. We don’t have the equipment to make it easy, but give us six men and we can find and disarm all the bombs before he has a chance to detonate them. We can save this place, I promise you.”

      Marco glances at the screen and the single prisoner inside the cell. “Take your prisoner with you and lock him in the engine room on the yacht. Owen can interrogate him while I lead the search. He’ll find out if he has any answers that might help.”

      “Tell me what equipment you need, and I’ll get it. It might take a few hours, but I’ll do anything,” Amador says.

      Marco’s entire mood has shifted. He’s in command now, no longer stuck in that broody mode that’s so rare for him, but that I already know has everything to do with being forced to watch me cozy up to a violent criminal.

      He nods at Jake, gesturing to me and Amador. “Go with them.” Then points at the two men manning the security. “You two, keep an eye on the perimeter. Chances are he planned this a while ago so he’d be far away when he needed to carry out the plan, but we can’t discount the possibility that he still has someone inside watching.” To Amador, he says, “Send your six most trusted men to the dining room, and I’ll get them started on the search.”

      He pulls out his phone and shares the number with the two guards. Amador nods at them and says, “Prep the prisoner to move. Owen and Ana will take him to the boat. I’ll meet them there.” Then he and Marco disappear back upstairs.

      I should be elated that we have a chance to let my dad out, but this complicates things like I can’t believe. Still, I’m at Jake’s side when one of the men unlocks the cell door and they both step inside with zip ties, snapping orders at the prisoner. When they emerge, my dad shuffles through the door first. I hold my breath, praying he doesn’t react in a way that will kill his cover before we even have a chance to tell him what it is.

      His eyes are glazed and unfocused as his gaze passes over me and Jake, but becomes more animated a second later.

      “Where the fuck are you taking me?” he mutters, words slurring.

      “Just a temporary relocation,” Jake says. “Somewhere I can have a private talk with you, see what you know.” He pushes one of the men aside and grabs my dad’s arm, jerking him forward. “Amador wasn’t having any luck, so he brought in a professional. Apologies in advance for the world of hurt you’re about to be in for.”

      Dad pulls back, yanks out of his grip, and manages to run a few unsteady steps. Jake catches up to him, sweeps his feet out from under him, and pins him to the concrete floor. I wince, even though I know it’s just for show. But I catch Jake bend and whisper something in my dad’s ear before he hauls him to his feet again and shoves him toward the door at the end of the hallway. Amador’s men let us out, closing the door behind us to return to their post inside.

      “Is it safe to talk here?” Dad whispers.

      Jake jerks his head slightly. I move past them without looking back, but whisper on my way by, “Let’s get you to the boat. We can talk there.”

      Dad stumbles, but Jake holds him up. At first I think he’s just trying to sell his resistance, but when I take a closer look at the gray tinge to his complexion and the sheen of sweat coating his forehead, it’s clear something’s wrong. I start to move back to him, but Jake waves me off and tightens his hold around Dad’s waist, holding him up.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask.

      Dad shakes his head. “Just a side-effect of the beatings his thugs gave me. I’ll live.”

      “I’ve got him. You go on ahead,” Jake says.

      I find the narrow stone steps through some ornamental shrubs that connect to the path up the hill to the back of the house, then descend the steps down to the dock. I’m sure Amador will bring his own men when he joins us, but for now we have the place to ourselves, along with the staff that came with the yacht, who are loyal to Drake Stavros and are paid to do whatever I ask.

      The first thing I do is find our medic and alert him to our visitor, hoping he can take a look before anyone else boards. By the time Jake makes it on deck and down to the engine room with my dad, the medic is ready with his kit.

      He gives Dad as thorough an exam as he can in the time he has, feeds him a couple pain pills, and turns to me.

      “He has a few broken ribs and probably some minor internal damage. Bruising to his kidney is likely, so we just need to keep him on fluids and as comfortable as possible until it heals.” He eyes our surroundings dubiously.

      “Thank you. I’ll find you if I need you again,” I tell him, and he departs. They all know to remain invisible while we’re here, so I don’t expect to see much of them unless needed, which will keep the questions to a minimum while Amador and Camila are on board.

      I close the distance to my dad once the medic is gone and clutch one of his hands. He closes both around mine and squeezes.

      “I’m so sorry this happened to you. I was going crazy, not knowing if you were okay.”

      “Rocket, honey, it wasn’t your fault. You’ve got me now, so tell me what the hell prompted this move. I felt an explosion before you came and got me. Is Amador under attack? Where’s Marco?”

      “In a manner of speaking,” Jake says. “Delgado rigged his entire compound with explosives. He detonated one of them just to show us he’s not bluffing. Marco’s mobilizing Amador’s men to find the bombs and disarm them. We’re evacuating most of the compound, so the boat’s going to be overrun soon.”

      “Why aren’t you helping?” he asks.

      Jake gives a wry smirk. “Because my job is to interrogate you. I’ll see if I can put it off a bit, but Sadie needs to fill you in on your backstory either way.”

      “So what’s my story?” he says, looking at me. I want to tear off the zip ties and hug him, but it won’t do to have Amador walk in on that. Jake gives me a questioning look and I nod, indicating he’s good to go for now.

      “I’ll wait for you on deck,” he says, squeezing my shoulder before leaving us alone.

      I take a deep breath. “Well, it’s pretty close to the truth, just with a twist. Your name is Benjamin Watkins, ex-Navy SEAL. You had a run-in with Delgado a year ago when he was in San Diego doing a gun deal. His movements place him there at the right time, so it lines up. You got in his way, so he came after you, killed your wife and daughter in the process, but you lived.”

      He nods. “I can sell that.”

      “I know you can. Anyway, you’re here because you want revenge, but your intel is bad. You thought he still worked for Amador. You thought when you ambushed the outpost where they took you, you were going to capture Delgado. When you discovered he wasn’t there, you took the man who was. You have no idea where your men took the man you did grab, or even who he is, only that you hoped to get Delgado’s location out of him.

      “Unfortunately, you were captured. You decided keeping quiet would force Amador to send Delgado to you so you could either kill him yourself, or look him in the eye before you provoked him into finishing the job he failed at.”

      He holds a bottle of water in his bound hands and raises it to his mouth as I finish the tale. “Sounds like you have it all figured out. The thing is, Delgado never came. He’s not even here, and he definitely wasn’t the man we captured. Did you get good intel out of the guy? Was he worth me winding up in that shithole?”

      “That’s kind of a long story, but all you need to know is that he was worth the trouble. As for Delgado, Amador wants him dead too. So when Jake makes it back down here, he’s going to work his magic to get the truth.”

      “And if it works the way you’re hoping, Amador will make me an ally, or at least not kill me out of solidarity. How long until Alpha team reaches the compound? If Delgado’s attacking, it should be easy for them to infiltrate.”

      “They’re ready for my signal,” I say.

      “Then you’d better get back up top. Stay close to our target. Make sure he’s distracted.”

      I smile. “That’s the plan.”

      He winces and tries to stand. I help him up just as Jake descends the steps again.

      “He’s headed down now with his housekeeper and several men. Time to secure the prisoner.”

      “Let me take a piss first,” Dad says. “If I’m going to follow doctor’s orders, maybe you should just lock me in the head altogether.”

      “Hopefully that won’t be necessary for long, but it’s as good a plan as any,” Jake says.

      He pushes open the door to the tiny latrine in the corner of the engine room, peers around the interior, then nods, deeming it appropriate.

      I hook my arm around Dad’s waist and help him through the door, stepping out to give him privacy to urinate. He lets out a hiss and I turn just as he flushes, but not before I see a swirl of red being sucked down the toilet.

      He catches my horrified expression and shakes his head. “Bruised kidney, baby. That’s all it is, I promise. I’m already feeling better after getting a drink of water. Go do your thing. I’ll be fine with Jake.”

      It kills me to leave him behind, but I head up anyway, refusing to look back.

      I step onto the main deck just as Amador boards. He gives me a grim look when I reach him, but opens his arms, expecting me to walk into his embrace.

      I do, and it kills me that I actually find comfort there. I don’t want to like this man, but I do, despite the fact that he’s the one who put my dad in that state to begin with. We’re all under attack right now, and desperate to fend it off.

      “I hate to admit it, but I’m glad you’re here,” he says. “Desmond says I need to get him something called a Raman Spectrometer. I need to make some calls.” He moves past me, striding into the lounge as if he’s more than just a guest here. It’s a challenge to slip back into the Ana persona, but I do, pouring us both drinks while he dials his contact to get the equipment Marco needs to find all the bombs.

      The spectrometer isn’t the only method, of course. Marco’s 20/20 vision and perfect recall are as good as anything, not to mention he’ll be able to pick up on any clues left behind as they go over the house with a fine-toothed comb. I can picture the search myself, and it makes me itch that I’m not up there helping. But there’s no way in hell Delgado is as good at planting explosives as Marco is at finding them, so I’m confident he’ll get as many disarmed in time as possible, regardless of whether he has a spectrometer to help identify the ordnance.

      After an hour of constant phone calls, Amador hangs up with a sigh. “Now we wait,” he says, reaching for me again as if I’m his security blanket. I slide onto his lap and rest my head on his shoulder. He touches my chin with one finger, tilting my face up so he can kiss me.

      I try to pretend he’s Marco at first, but it doesn’t work. He’s a good kisser, but different, and as much as logic wants me to reject the idea of enjoying this, my body responds, my core heating and my skin tingling as he slides a hand down my arm, then curls his fingers around my side as he deepens the kiss.

      He groans low, sliding his mouth across my jaw and dipping his head to nip at my throat. He raises his hand higher to cup my breast, thumbing my nipple through the fabric.

      I sigh, mind numb to everything but the pleasure, abstractly conscious of the fact that this is just how I work. Horniness is a stress response for me, a side-effect of the surge of adrenaline I get when put in mortal peril. I’ve always been this way, so it’s probably no wonder I pursued the career I did. I am pretty much down to fuck right now, so it’s lucky that I hear someone clear their throat, and I look up before Amador has a chance to slide his hand under my dress.

      Jake’s standing there with a smirk and my dad is right behind him, studiously staring at his bare feet.

      I paste on an irritated scowl. “What?” I snap.

      Amador chuckles and pats my thigh. “Don’t tell me you already broke the man,” he says.

      “Turns out it wasn’t necessary. Once I told him why we were moving him, he told me everything. You want to share your story, chief?” He steps aside and directs my dad to the sofa across from us. He barely looks at me when he sits, but I know better than to take it personally.

      Amador listens in silence as Dad spins a more eloquent and heartfelt version of the cover story I gave him not two hours ago. Twenty minutes in, I rise and pour us all drinks, making sure I water Dad’s down. He gives me a grateful smile, nodding in appreciation at the high-quality liquor.

      After that, Amador’s demeanor shifts. He apologizes for the torture and promises to get his new friend medical treatment. Then he invites Dad to join him on his quest for revenge.
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      This would be easier in daylight. It’d be a cinch if I had Jake and Sadie helping. But I don’t have either of them, so I have to make do with a bright flashlight and half a dozen men whose knowledge of explosives is about as sharp as their command of the English language.

      The one bonus is that they know their way around the compound, so I set them loose, telling them to keep an eye out for signs of disturbance in the ground or the stucco covering the walls of the foundation.

      Another bomb goes off on the hour not long after we begin our search. This one is along the wall as well, a few hundred yards from the first. When that happens, I instruct the men to search until five minutes before the hour, then stand down and stay away from any buildings or walls until five after. In between, we focus our search from the outer edges of the compound in.

      By three a.m., we’ve discovered five bombs, which took me five minutes to defuse, and are now working our way around the foundation of the house.

      It’s near dawn by the time I’m finally working my way through the interior. Jake finds me and hands me the spectrometer I asked Amador to get. I have no idea how he managed it, but heave a sigh of relief because this will speed things up.

      “Is the captain okay?” I ask as Jake and I tag-team the rooms after that, working fast. We find a bomb in Amador’s bedroom, under the goddamn bed, and I’m lying on my back staring at it. It’s the same wiring as all the others, so it’s a quick snip. Then I remove the detonator, untape the C4 from the box spring, and hand it to Jake before pulling myself out from under the bed.

      He chuckles and eyes the big bed. “Good thing we didn’t get busy in this thing before we found this.”

      I shoot him an astonished look. “What the fuck?”

      “You know it’s still a possibility, unless we miss a bomb and the whole place goes up.”

      “I was hoping he’d be too distracted to still be after that,” I grumble, moving to the last room on this floor.

      “Not likely. Especially not when your girl has a kink for life-and-death situations.”

      My girl. I bury the ever-growing urge to go fucking get her and run far away from here.

      I can’t go there now, so I redirect the conversation back to my question. “The captain?”

      “He’s good. Sadie had the medic give him a once-over. Pissing blood, but he’ll heal. And his cover story worked. How many is this?” he asks, peering into the duffle bag that now contains a stack of C4 disconnected from the detonators. All the electronic pieces are in a paper grocery bag I pick up and carry into the next room.

      “Eleven so far. Thirteen, if you count the two he already detonated.”

      “That’s a nice unlucky number. Eleven more to go. Think we can get them all in time?”

      “I fucking hope so. Let’s do another sweep of the foundation. Don’t want this place falling into the ocean.”

      We circle the property again, and with Jake’s help, find ten more bombs. In the process, I point out all the potential weak spots for infiltration once the time comes.

      I will say one thing—this whole exercise has given us the best excuse we could ask for to get a proper look at every inch of Amador’s compound. I took advantage of every moment I was alone to snap photos and send them off to the team. Thanks to the earlier explosions, there are two major breaches already, which I documented. Even though Amador ordered his men to start rebuilding the wall at those locations, it’ll still be a vulnerability until it’s finished.

      “I almost feel bad for the guy,” Jake says. “He’s desperate for someone to trust. His emotions get the better of him, which makes him vulnerable.”

      “So what if the fucker has some humanity left? He’s still our target. We can’t forget that.”

      “I am aware, but I’m also coming to the conclusion that the whole world would be better off if we joined up with him to destroy Delgado. Let’s not discount that possibility, okay?”

      It’s too dark for him to see my scowl as we trudge around the exterior of the building, but the bastard laughs, which makes me stop in my tracks. “There’s one more goddamn charge out here somewhere. I’m not in the mood for your bullshit, Owen.”

      He holds up his hands. “Brother, you need to relax. Not about the bombs—you’ve got my eyes now too, so we’ll find the straggler. I’m talking about Amador. You’re so wound up in knots trying not to like the man, even though I know you do. I’m thinking you and Watts both have the daddy issue market cornered.”

      “How do you figure? She has a great relationship with the captain.”

      “Sure, you might be at opposite ends of the spectrum, but you both wound up in the same place.”

      “I thought I . . .” I stop when I realize what I’m about to say.

      “You thought you what?” Jake prods.

      “Fuck, you’re not going to let this go, are you?”

      “Not until I get what I know we all want in some secret corner of our minds. But you know me; I’m fucking Fort Knox when it comes to keeping secrets.”

      He has a point. I sigh as I sweep the light of my flashlight across the foundation of the house. I think I see a patch of fresh stucco, so I trudge over.

      “I was going to say that I thought I was the lucky target of her misplaced desire for paternal validation, but it just sounded fucking stupid in my head. It sounds even dumber when I say it out loud.”

      Jake sees where I’m headed and jogs ahead, moving the branches of a small tree aside and shining his light at the same spot. I nudge the damp clay with a fingertip. It’s definitely a recent patch job. The spectrometer confirms the presence of ordnance, so Jake holds the light while I carefully chisel away at the stucco with my knife.

      It’s a mystery how Delgado managed to set all these charges without being discovered. This one in particular required drilling into a section of cinderblock to make room for the small package of C4. But so far it looks like all these bombs were mass produced by someone with demolitions experience, which means they’re all identical and uncomplicated when it comes to disarming them. Thank fuck for small miracles.

      “Twenty-fucking-four,” Jake says when he stashes the C4 in the bag he’s carrying and the detonator goes into the other one. “We earned a fucking break, man. Why not head inside and actually enjoy ourselves for a night, now that this is out of the way and the captain’s free? Amador’s going to want to retaliate the second the sun comes up.”

      “By enjoy ourselves, you mean . . .”

      “Get fucking laid, man. What do you think?”

      I wince. “Captain Watts . . .”

      “Said he’d stay on the boat while he recovers. Ana invited him to make himself at home with the staff and medic. It isn’t like Amador has a doctor in his house, anyway. Her dad isn’t going to be down the hall listening to all the noise we’ll make.”

      My brain involuntarily delivers an image of Amador with his face buried between Sadie’s thighs, and my dick rouses. Adrenaline wars with the endorphins flooding my system, the conflict making me a little high. I hate admitting it, but I fucking crave the freedom of letting go completely. Of giving in to every base desire for a night.

      “I could stand to blow off some steam,” I admit.

      “That’s my boy,” he says, smacking me on the shoulder. His hand lingers and he adds, “There’s also the matter of the bet we lost. Are you game to deliver on the promise tonight?”

      My asshole clenches, and I’m sure my face reflects the involuntary reaction. Jake chuckles. “It’s okay, the only rules were that we had to screw, she didn’t say who had to pitch and who had to catch. I’m well-versed in the latter, if that makes it easier for you.”

      We’ve made it back to the well-lit front courtyard of the house, and I’m forced to pull my shit together. I turn to face him, and I don’t see the mischievous man-whore I’ve always known him to be.

      The truth is, I’ve lived vicariously through his exploits all these years, knowing that lifestyle wasn’t for me. But since he’s revealed the aspect at the core of his behavior, I realize I can see through him completely.

      I smirk. “It’s fine if you’ve been pining for my dick in your ass all these years, brother. I’ll make it good for you.”

      His eyebrows lift and he laughs. “You’re a son-of-a-bitch, Ochoa. Let’s put this shit somewhere safe and go check on the others.”

      When we get down to the yacht, it’s filled with the low murmurs of the staff that evacuated. I peek into rooms until I find the captain asleep in one cabin, an IV attached to his arm administering fluids. It’s a damn sight better than being chained to a toilet and drinking bottled water to fix his damage.

      The other rooms are occupied temporarily by sleeping maids and groundskeepers, who don’t seem fazed by my snooping. When I knock lightly on Sadie’s door, a deep voice calls out, “Come in.”

      Sadie’s not a stupid woman, so when I find her curled up asleep next to Amador, it drives home how much she trusts him. If she didn’t, there’s no way she’d sleep next to him, not even for show. How far will that go when Alpha team surrounds the place and neutralizes his men while we take him into custody?

      “The place is all-clear,” I say. “Two dozen bombs are accounted for. I wish we could’ve gotten to all of them in time, but figuring out the pattern helped. Any idea why he made it so easy?”

      Amador tilts his chin to the door. He gives Sadie an affectionate look, then carefully rises so he doesn’t disturb her.

      I stare at Sadie until the door blocks my view, wishing like hell I’d been the one here with her all night, then step back as he joins me in the corridor and closes the door behind him.

      When I look at him, he lifts an eyebrow and smiles. “Don’t worry, it isn’t a competition.”

      “I’m not sure if I believe you, but there’s not much I can do about it if it is.”

      “Right now, we’re only getting to know each other. I won’t presume to expect more than you are willing to give, and she’s still holding back, which tells me her heart is committed elsewhere. Don’t wait too long to tell her how you feel, son, or I will take advantage of the situation. But also don’t forget I’m not interested in only her.”

      “Noted,” I say.

      He gestures down the hallway and starts walking. I fall into step beside him. “As for Gustavo’s motivations, he wants what I have, so it wouldn’t serve his agenda to destroy everything. He was counting on the possibility that I’d give in, but he didn’t know I had an ace up my sleeve. I owe you and Owen everything.”

      “Well, it wouldn’t have served our agenda to let it happen.” I’m exaggerating only a little. Standing by and watching Delgado destroy Amador’s property would’ve weakened him considerably, but also would have created more problems. We don’t just need to take down the man; we also need to dismantle his business so someone like Delgado doesn’t just swoop in and take over.

      “He’ll try again. It’s only a matter of time, so we need to be on alert. I had men watching him, but they lost him. As soon as we find him again, we’ll know when to anticipate his next move. I’d like to be on the offensive by then.”

      “We can help,” I say, even though offering our intel is sketchy at best. But we have a wider network than he does, so whether it’s plausible for Ana to know is of less concern if I can spin things the right way. “Owen and I have connections. Let me reach out to a couple contacts.”

      He pushes through the door to the galley, where we find Owen deep into a plate of scrambled eggs at the counter. The chef is busy cooking, deftly avoiding Camila’s commentary from nearby. She gets miffed and shakes her head, muttering annoyed comments in Spanish as she comes toward us.

      “Is it safe to go home?” she asks.

      “The house is all yours,” I say, standing aside to let her brush past.

      I take a seat on the barstool next to Jake, stomach growling the second I catch a whiff of the fresh bacon on the griddle.

      “I understand if Ana’s resources are limited while she’s here. I don’t want you to stretch yourselves too thin for my sake,” Amador says.

      “These are my contacts, not Ana’s,” I say. “She didn’t just hire us for our looks.” I tap my phone screen to pull up our secure chat app and type a message for the team. With luck, it’ll take Garcia a matter of minutes to find the intel we need. In the process, he can have Chris Longo alert the Federales to be ready to take control when we give Alpha team their signal.

      We help ourselves to a hearty breakfast, the chef still busy at the grill, insisting on feeding the entire staff who evacuated the house before they head back up. The kitchen’s overrun, and when we finish eating and step out, we find the dining table packed with jovial people.

      Amador stops to give them a few words of assurance that their home is safe. I saw all the filled cabins, but I wasn’t expecting the sheer volume of people crowded in and around the dining room for food. They all seem to adore him too, cheering when he praises me in front of them for the job of disarming all the bombs.

      “Let’s head back up to my office now. I have some dossiers for new hires I want the two of you to go over for me. Then, if you have time, I want to review everyone else on my staff in detail.”

      “How many did you lose to Delgado when he left?” Jake asks as we head to the dock again and make our way up the steps to the house. I take out my phone and send Sadie a quick text, letting her know where to find us when she wakes up. If nothing else, at least one of us will be well-rested.

      “About four dozen men went with him, out of three hundred from the immediate compound. More from outposts. Probably two hundred altogether. I’ve eliminated only about five hundred of the remainder from suspicion, but that leaves another hundred unvetted. He recruited most of my men himself, so it’s almost a certainty that there are still moles I haven’t discovered.”

      “We should start with the men you keep closest,” I suggest. “They’d only be useful to him if they give him easy access to you.”

      “I thought of that,” he says. He pushes through a heavy wooden door into an office with a mahogany desk. Another painting of Lola hangs on the wall above a wet bar, and I have to control my reaction to the layout of the room. I’ve been in an almost identical one, but that one belonged to Arturo Flores.

      I do a double-take at the painting when I get close. This one isn’t Lola, despite the resemblance. The woman is younger, her expression less seductive than it is direct and calculating, just like another man I know from home . . . just like Arturo Flores.

      “My daughter, Celeste,” Amador says.
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      “Someday, she’ll return to me. I just have to prove to her that her mother’s legacy is here, not in Los Angeles.”

      “We need to keep that legacy intact for that to happen,” I say, settling in one of the chairs across from his desk, still reeling from the sense of déjà vu and the fact that he has a portrait of my brother’s girlfriend hanging prominently on his wall. I’m too close to this man as it is, and I can already feel the mission crumbling. I should never have volunteered for it, but I’m beyond the point of no return.

      My phone buzzes, distracting me from the surreal moment I’m stuck in. It’s Garcia with a report on Delgado’s location.

      “Delgado’s still in Cancún,” I say. “He was spotted at the airport by one of my contacts, but he hasn’t left. Sounds like he was prepared to, but postponed his flight and is in a hotel right now—doing what, we don’t know.”

      “Planning his next attack, no doubt. We need to be on alert,” Jake says.

      “Move the men you trust most to the walls. We’ll start vetting the rest based on proximity to you,” I tell Amador.

      “Here’s everything you need.” He opens a drawer and pulls out a small hard drive, sliding it across the desk. “Many of the men have no digital footprint, but it has everything I’ve gathered, including their activity since I hired them.”

      I take the drive, and Jake and I leave the office, heading back to our rooms. I’m not an analyst, so I’ll have to drag Mason into this to help. Hopefully he got more sleep than I did.

      Sadie pokes her head out her bedroom door when we get to the second floor. “There you are,” she says. “I figured you two would be dead to the world after that all-night Easter egg hunt.”

      “Evil never sleeps,” Jake says. “Why, do you want someone to snuggle with? I’m your man.”

      She looks unimpressed, but gives me a hopeful look. I lift the drive and shake my head. “We need to find all the weak links. Since we fucked up Delgado’s plan, he’s going to pull something else. Probably something desperate, so we need to be ready.”

      “You should try to get some sleep,” she says.

      “I need to get an analyst started working through the employee dossiers on this drive. Can I use the uplink in your room?”

      “Sure,” she says, stepping aside to let me walk through. The sweet scent of her body wash wafts over me, and I pause, indulging in a brief kiss before pressing my nose to her neck and breathing her in.

      She lets out a throaty laugh and presses her hand against my chest.

      “What? You smell delicious.”

      “You smell like you’ve been disarming bombs all night. I shouldn’t be turned on by the smell of C4, but I am.”

      “You missed it, didn’t you?” I peel myself away and she points at the top drawer of the dresser. I fish out the laptop and plug the drive into it, then navigate to it in the file manager.

      “I didn’t have many opportunities for bomb disposal over the past few years. Mostly I missed watching you work your magic. I’m bummed I wasn’t there with you last night.” She leans her hip against the edge of the dresser while I text my brother, then start transferring files to him to review. I glance at her, taking in the revealing sundress she chose to wear, which fits Ana’s style, but it’s still difficult for me to reconcile seeing Sadie in anything but standard issue Navy clothing.

      Not that I mind one bit. The dress highlights all her tanned, toned limbs in a very different way than the utilitarian T-shirts and shorts ever did, even though the same amount of skin is showing.

      She slides close and grabs my hand, hooking it around her waist as she combs her other hand through my hair. “You’re exhausted. Go take a shower and meet me back here when you’re done. I’ll babysit the upload.”

      She leans up on her toes and pulls me down to kiss her. I take advantage of the closeness, sliding both hands down to cup her ass, reveling in its firm softness and this shared moment together. It’s not going to last.

      “Go,” she whispers in my ear, pressing her palm against my chest. “I’ll be naked when you get back. I want you to myself for a little while.”

      I let out a groan of anticipation, but it’s enough to get me moving. My shower is quick and thorough, though the motor-oil scent of the C4 lingers on my hands. She likes it, so hopefully it’s not an issue.

      I don’t bother with clothes. Instead I steal across the hall with a towel around my waist, knocking lightly before entering her room.

      She’s naked, as promised, but still standing where I left her, scanning the contents of the drive. I let my gaze take a slow tour of her body as I stalk toward her, dropping the towel to the floor halfway there.

      I slide my hands around her waist and dip my mouth to her neck. She leans in, tilting her head to give me access.

      “I don’t like the idea of sharing you, but I can’t get the picture of Amador eating your pussy out of my head.”

      She hums softly and cranes her neck to look back at me, one eyebrow raised. “Did you take notes? Think you might want to be apprentice to the master?”

      I slide my hands up and cup her breasts, enjoying the way her hard nipples tickle the insides of my palms.

      “Thinking I might need to prove myself,” I murmur, drifting my lips over her shoulder. “As much fun as it is to play with other people, I don’t want you thinking about anything but my mouth on you when we’re together.”

      To illustrate, I sink my teeth gently into her shoulder, then lower myself to my knees, trailing my mouth down her spine. She leans forward when I make it to her tailbone and spread her cheeks. I take a moment to admire the pink perfection of her pussy and the tiny rosebud of her ass. From this angle, it’s easy to forget she’s a trained killer, especially when I swipe my tongue up from her taint to swirl it around her tight little hole and she makes the sweetest sound of enjoyment.

      She spreads her legs wider and leans lower over the dresser. I grab hold of her hips and press my face between her cheeks, delving in deep. I want her screaming my name by the time I’m done.

      She rocks back against me, moaning softly when I push my tongue into her wet channel, then tilt my chin to reach her clit from behind. I work it as well as I can from this angle before sliding back to her asshole to tease it some more. As much as I’m focused on being the only man she’s thinking about at this moment, I’m conscious of the fact that there are two other men I’m likely to share her with again. I want her ready to take us, if she’s game for having a dick buried in her ass.

      She’s into the teasing at least, and when I remove my tongue I replace it with my thumb, pushing into her ass up to the first knuckle.

      “Jesus fuck!” she exclaims. “You devious motherfucker, will you hurry up and fuck me?”

      I chuckle as I work my thumb deeper, then dip my head to tickle her clit with my tongue again. She’s rocking rhythmically against my slow fucking, her sphincter clenching gently every time she pulls away.

      “I’m thinking you want me to fuck your ass. Tell me if I’m wrong.”

      She groans. “Not sure if I’m ready for that yet, but I like what you’re doing now. And for the record, your tongue is magic. You definitely don’t need lessons.”

      I press a kiss to her left cheek and rise to my feet. Our size difference doesn’t make for easy access, but I make do, widening my stance until my dick is aligned with her glistening pink opening. She rises onto her toes and grips the far edge of the dresser, pushing back with a groan as I slide into her.

      “Oh god, like that,” she says when I start fucking her slowly while continuing to plunge my thumb into her ass. “Fuck, I needed this.”

      “Me too. Need you so fucking bad, Sa . . .” I grunt as I catch myself about to say her real name. I doubt anyone’s listening, but it’s best not to take chances.

      She laughs, then sighs and reaches back to tap my hip. “I want to see your face.”

      The second I pull out, she spins and hops onto the dresser, spreading her thighs again. I lean in, pulling her legs around my hips, but this time I hoist her up to my height before lowering her onto my cock.

      “Fuck, you’re good at this,” she says, arms wrapped around my shoulders for leverage to fuck me standing up. My grip on her ass places my fingers right at her rear opening, and I take advantage of her bounces, aiming a finger at her sensitive ring so it plunges into her on her next downstroke. Her eyes widen and she gasps.

      “You’re so fucking beautiful right now,” I tell her. “You feel so goddamn good.”

      “Lay me down and fuck me hard. I want to feel it after—know it was you. I want you to leave a mark.”

      The suggestion of marking her sends a surge of pure, primal need through me. I spin us and aim toward the bed. She drops when I reach the edge and I’m on her in a second, driving my cock into her again with a brutal thrust. Her face is flushed with ferocious need, like she can’t get enough of me either as she jacks her hips up to meet each plunge of my cock into her hot, wet depths.

      I don’t care that the bed starts to squeak, the frame knocking against the wall, or that her noises get louder. I probably sound like a wild animal myself. All I care about is getting her to the end, hearing her come, feeling the flood of wetness that accompanies the tight spasms of her pussy around my cock.

      To urge her on, I slide a hand between us and find her clit. She throws her head back with a deep, throaty moan when I start to rub in quick, hard circles. Her nails dig into my back hard enough to hurt, but the pain is nothing to the pleasure of her tight pussy squeezing me.

      “Bite me,” she commands, and I pull back and stare at her uncertainly.

      “Do it,” she says, her words punctuated by each thrust. “I want . . . a new . . . scar.”

      That propels me to action. I dip my head low to her left breast and clamp onto the flesh just outside her nipple on the outer swell. I keep fucking, lost to the pleasure and the sounds of her pants and moans as I bear down with my teeth, harder and harder, until I taste blood and hear her hiss.

      I ease up, but she says, “Don’t stop. Harder. Make it hurt.”

      With a groan, I bite down deeper, tongue now flooded with the coppery taste of her blood. The complete wildness of the act triggers something deep within me and I come hard, driving into her one last time, the thrust powerful enough to slam the bed frame against the wall. Plaster cracks and falls to the floor.

      She’s crying out, a single syllable that sounds like, “Ma—ngh, fuck!” I hear the rest, even though I know she can’t say it.

      Her body goes limp under me after a few seconds, but her pussy keeps trembling around my dick. I’m struggling to hold myself up to avoid crushing her, but she grabs hold of my shoulders and pulls me down. I collapse on top of her and roll to one side, wet dick slipping out and a red streak following from her breast.

      She reaches out with one hand and traces the line of my jaw, her big brown eyes filled with something undefinable. We’re both still breathing hard, but my heart clenches at whatever’s buried behind that look. She swallows and turns onto her side, leaning close enough for our noses to touch.

      In a whisper meant only for my years, she says, “I love you, Marco Santos. Shit’s going to get crazy soon, but I want you to remember that. Whatever happens, it’s you and me. Always.”

      The words are barely loud enough to hear, but they drive deep into my soul. My throat tightens and I have to clear it to respond. I cup her face, pressing my forehead to hers.

      “I fucking love you. Nothing is ever going to change that. I promise.”

      “There’s something else I need you to know,” she adds, swallowing and dropping her gaze. She’s the bravest woman I know, but something makes her hesitate. I touch her cheek to let her know I’m listening and she takes a breath, looking into my eyes again. “If the opportunity presents itself, I’m probably going to fuck Amador. Maybe not tonight but before this is all over.”

      I hold her gaze, frowning as I take in her declaration, then give a slow nod. “Okay. Do you want my blessing or something? Because despite this…” I touch the bloody bite mark on her breast, “I don’t own you. If it serves the mission, I’ll deal.”

      She shrugs. “I know. And I love you for it. But that’s not the thing I need to say. It’s weird because I never put much stock into the concept of virginity. I’ve had lots of crazy sex… with women… with Kat mostly. But until you, I’d never fucked a man before.”

      I can’t suppress my surprise at this and stare at her, eyebrows raised for a beat. “I thought you said you had a threeway with Kat and a guy…”

      She chuckles and shakes her head. “Never did the deed. I just couldn’t bring myself to, and he seemed happy enough fucking Kat anyway. I kind of always wanted it to be you, I think. Subconsciously.”

      She’s smiling shyly now and the weight of what she just revealed hits me hard enough to put a lump in my throat. I wasn’t her first everything, but I was her first something. The fact that I likely won’t be the only guy she fucks seems like a trivial detail, knowing what I know about her, and understanding the scope of the mission as it’s playing out so far.

      I lean closer and kiss her, then pull back, smiling as I comb my fingers through her hair and grip the back of her head. “Thank you for that,” I say. “And I meant it when I said I’d love you no matter what.”

      She heaves a sigh as if all her worries have been solved with our shared confessions, then snuggles close, tangling her legs with mine and draping her arm around my neck.

      “Good, because you know I’d fucking murder anyone who tried to take you from me. I mean that.”

      I can’t help but smile. “I will remember that.”
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      Marco’s body goes slack while I comb my fingers through the short hair at his temple. I watch him sleep for a few minutes, soaking in the weight of these new feelings, of the words we shared.

      I haven’t told him everything yet, but he’s said enough that I’m confident he’ll understand and accept what I’m going to ask for. If anything, this mission will be the greatest test of his tolerance for a polyamorous lifestyle. But more than that, I need him to know that it isn’t just about sex with other people. It’s about bonds that are too strong to break, and histories that deserve recognition. It’s about my love for Kat and Jake as much as my attraction to them. There may never be any others, but the fact remains that there are others besides him and me, even if we pledge to put each other first.

      Seeing him with Jake drove home that he’s not that different. He was just raised in a traditional family that turned out to not be so traditional after all, but his world view has only just begun to shift.

      I admit I’m very much okay with the idea of not always sharing him, or that he doesn’t always want to share me either. We are enough for each other. He fills an emptiness in me that I’ve had for a very long time, and I don’t need more than that. But I also revel in a little variety from time to time with like-minded people.

      I stare at the Rocket tattoo on his arm while I mull all this over, reaching out to trace the upraised lines. It’s only a couple months old, so it still has some texture. He and Jake both marked their bodies with a representation of me . . . and I fucking love them for it.

      Unlike them, I’m not as keen on the idea of tattoos. It wasn’t until we were in the moment with him buried deep inside me that the urge overtook me. I wanted a mark on my body that showed he was there, that proved what we both felt . . . that I was willing to give, and he was willing to take.

      I roll onto my back and reach across my torso to pull my breast taut and examine the bite mark. It’s a perfect deep impression of Marco’s teeth, bloody from where they broke the skin and starting to bruise. I gingerly brush a finger over it, wincing at the sting, even as I get a rush of arousal simply staring at it.

      It was probably dumb, but he had just brushed his teeth. His mouth had tasted of strong mouthwash when he first kissed me. But I rise anyway and go to the bathroom, poking through the drawers and cabinets until I find hydrogen peroxide, cotton balls, and a small tube of antibiotic ointment. I want a scar, but I don’t want an infection, so I’ll do what’s necessary.

      Then I return to the bed and curl up against him, little spoon to his big spoon, comfortable and relaxed enough to sleep again.
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      Somehow we manage to sleep until dusk, and I wake up to the sound of Marco’s stomach rumbling loudly. Through my sleepy haze, I hear music, the melodic sounds of classical guitar filtering in through the French doors leading to the second-floor balcony that wraps around this wing of Amador’s house. I haven’t been out there, but from below, I noticed it connects all the bedrooms on this floor.

      Marco rolls over and groans, murmuring “food” like some caveman limited to single-syllable vocabulary. That’s when the scent of grilling meat reaches me and my own stomach rumbles.

      I climb out of bed and grab my sundress, slipping it on without underwear, then head to the door, following the sound of the music. It’s definitely coming from this level, so I step out and wander toward it.

      The far end of the balcony nearest Amador’s suite is twice as wide, with enough space for a large hot tub and several loungers. He also has a table set for four beneath an umbrella strung with fairy lights, complete with candles, silverware, and linens. The French doors at the end of the hallway open and he emerges, carrying a large tray loaded with food.

      I feel a big hand rest on my hip, and Marco emits an interested rumble.

      “I think I fucking love you,” he says, but I’m not sure whether he’s directing the words at me, at Amador, or at the bucket full of tamales on a small bench beside the table.

      Amador laughs as he sets the tray he’s carrying down in the center of the table, removing a cover to reveal bowls of salsas, cheese, rice, peppers, and tortillas.

      A second later, a shirtless Jake wanders in from the opposite direction, blinking sleep from his eyes as he slips into a fresh T-shirt. His eyebrows shoot up and he grins.

      “Oh hell yes.”

      “Cervezas are in the tub. Have a seat and enjoy,” Amador says.

      “You’re trying to seduce us, aren’t you?” I say. I give Marco’s hand a squeeze before closing the distance to Amador and smirking up at him. “Not that I’m complaining. As long as they’re happy, I’m happy.”

      He threads his fingers through mine, pinning one arm behind my back as he dips his head to kiss me. “I’m not oblivious. I’ve figured out how much your men mean to you.”

      “Are you hoping to be one?” I ask. When his eyebrows rise, I clarify. “One of my men, I mean.”

      He releases me and gives me an indulgent smile. “That is a tempting thought. Something we should discuss at greater length after we eat, perhaps.”

      I sense a “but” in there somewhere, but he’s already moving toward the table and pulling out a chair for me to sit. Jake and Marco have descended on the tamales, and Jake’s mouth is already stuffed full, a corn husk lying at his feet as he unwraps another tamale and bites into it. Marco retrieves four beers, pops the tops with a handy opener, and hands Jake one before returning to the table to offer two more to me and Amador.

      The pair of them eat like wild dogs for the first ten minutes. I take my time savoring everything, then sit back, sipping my beer while I wait for the others to finish.

      I’m dying to know what Amador’s conditions are, even though the question is only a mental exercise.

      He sits back and regards me for moment, until Jake reclines with a soft belch and a sigh. “You’ve outdone yourself, my man,” he says. “If you want me to suck your dick now, just say so. You earned it.”

      Amador chuckles and shakes his head. “In time. Right now, I think Ana has some questions.”

      I nod, ready with the query Ana María Blanco would have for him, even though it’s something I want to know too.

      “You don’t really want to be one of my men, do you? Even though you see how close we are.”

      “Over the past two days, I’ve developed deep affection for all three of you. But no, this dynamic is not ideal for me long-term. I require a bit more control. I’m a jealous man, you see . . . If you were mine, I’d want you to myself.”

      “But you shared Lola with Arturo Flores, didn’t you?”

      He shakes his head. “That is a matter of perspective. In my mind, I possessed them both, and had them both to myself. Arturo might disagree. We were partners . . . equals to the outside world. Lola was in many ways our superior when it came to business. But in the bedroom, they were mine. They followed my lead, even when I submitted. I made the rules that we all followed.”

      Jake sits forward. “So it was like a game when you had sex.”

      He nods.

      “I get it,” I say. “You’d want that with us, if we agreed to something long-term. I don’t see an issue with that.”

      “The issue is that you already have a well-defined power dynamic between the three of you. And it’s beautiful. I don’t want to sully that by claiming control. And let’s not forget the very obvious bond you share with Desmond. When I first met you, I admit my mind went straight to how lovely our children would be if I made you mine. But seeing you with him, I realize now that you are meant to bear his children, not mine.”

      I give a wry snort. “How very patriarchal of you.”

      Marco gently kicks me under the table, and I rein in my inner feminist, but I’m still irked that the first thing he saw was a walking womb. I sigh and shake my head, turning Ana up to eleven.

      “Mamá would love it if I gave her grandchildren, but I have other priorities at the moment. There is still time. And you never know, perhaps I will crave more than one. Merging our bloodlines could be to our advantage, don’t you think?” I bat my eyelashes at him and ignore the soft snort from Jake, who suddenly pretends his salsa was too hot.

      Amador’s expression turns wistful, though, and he sighs. “If it isn’t in the cards for me, I will live with it. There is also still time for Celeste to come around. Once Delgado is taken care of, I hope . . .” He sighs and shakes his head. “Ah, it may be wishful thinking, but I would like to mend fences with them. She’s my daughter, no matter what any paternity tests prove. She was conceived in the bed in that room.” He points through the open doors into his own bedroom, a haunted look crossing his face as whatever old memories torment him for a moment.

      Then he spreads his hands on the tabletop and leans forward. “It’s unfair of me to expect you to fill an emptiness of my own making. Whatever we are to each other . . .” He makes a gesture encompassing the whole table. “ . . .it deserves to stand on its own, even if it’s nothing more than a few nights of fun in the midst of doing business. You’ve already proven your worth to me one hundred times over. I don’t need to ask for more, nor do I expect it.”

      Ugh, he’s being honorable again, and it’s killing me. Not to mention he showed up tonight in jeans and a T-shirt that make him look more like an aging military man than a crime lord, and it’s really goddamn sexy. Even more so when he slips into his room and returns with a bottle of tequila and four shot glasses.

      “And here I thought you were a whiskey man,” I purr, sitting up straighter and happily accepting the shot he pours.

      “Whiskey is for away. Tequila is what I drink at home.”

      I glance between him, Marco, and Jake and question my luck yet again. The three of them together are pretty much hotness overload. There’s a little bit of everything a girl could want: the underwear-model gorgeous, all-American blond Adonis; the mama’s boy, strong and polite, a real boy next door; and the silver fox who could pass for ten years younger, if he ever bothered to dye his hair.

      I don’t mind the gray, though. Age definitely signifies experience in his case, and competence and skill are a sexy combo, especially when paired with a well-built package.

      I saw the same in Marco when we first started training in EOD together. The man is unflappable, and while he isn’t necessarily risk-averse—you can’t be and do that job—he isn’t stupid, either. The way he took charge when we learned about the bombs last night kind of made my panties wet. So it’s probably good that I didn’t join him on the search, because I’d have probably tried to bone him against a wall in the dark somewhere, both of us covered in dirt and C4 residue.

      My body’s still buzzing from our earlier session, my tender boob brushing against the fabric of my dress, reminding me of the heated moment and how fucking crazy I am about him.

      “What prompted this al fresco meal?” Marco asks. “Camila must be beside herself that we’re not eating in the dining room.”

      Amador offers an enigmatic smile. “I thought it was obvious. Ana’s assessment was right. I’d hoped to have an opportunity to spend more quality time with the three of you last night, but my plans were very rudely interrupted. Now that we have some time while we investigate my militia, I want to take advantage of your visit. Camila knows better than to criticize me for my lifestyle. She also adores Ana already, so won’t stand in my way, even if she doesn’t like the idea of two other men being involved.”

      Marco pushes away from the table, a hungry glint in his eyes. He glances at me before stripping off his shirt and starting to unbutton his pants.

      “Then let’s get this party started.” He turns as he pushes his jeans over his hips, stepping out of them and striding toward the hot tub.

      “Mm, mm, mm,” Jake murmurs. When I look at him, he’s shaking his head, gaze fixed on Marco’s ass. Then he glances between me and Amador. “What Camila doesn’t know is that he’s the piece of ass the rest of us are going to fight over. Rochambeau to see who goes first?” He holds a hand out over the center of the table. I shake my head.

      “You guys fight it out. I’m just going to let myself digest a little longer.” Marco also fucked me so thoroughly I want to give my pussy time to recover, especially since I know it’s likely to be a long night, based on the looks in all their eyes. This is why bi men are so much fun—they can fuck each other while the girl recovers.

      Amador looks like he might object, but shrugs and makes a fist, holding it over his plate. The pair count off in unison. Jake produces scissors while Amador’s fist remains closed.

      “Rock beats scissors,” I say. “Go get yourself some hot SEAL ass.”

      Amador’s eyebrows rise, and I mentally kick myself for letting Sadie out without thinking. I at least managed to keep the accent, but I still deflect with a laugh and point at the empty shot glass. “My filter must be broken.”

      He shakes his head and rises, an amused smile pulling at his lips as he strips down to his skin right in front of us, then folds his clothes and hangs them on the back of his chair. He doesn’t acknowledge us again, but he knows we’re watching. And we keep watching as he stalks toward the hot tub where Marco sits in the water, facing us, arms outstretched along the ledge.

      Everything on Marco’s face suggests he’s ready for anything, and he doesn’t so much as flinch when Amador climbs into the tub and sinks down into the bubbling water, submerging for a second before breaking the surface and closing the distance to Marco. He bends over Marco, forcing him to crane his head back, but even in that position, Marco somehow manages to maintain the impression of self-possession and confidence I love so much. When Amador lowers his mouth to Marco’s, Marco reaches up and grasps the back of his head, pulling him the rest of the way.

      They kiss like they skipped dessert, and this is the first taste of sweetness they’ve had in eons. Amador rests one hand on Marco’s shoulder, cupping the back of his head with the other.

      “Fuck me, that’s hot,” Jake says. “When do we join them?”

      “You can, if you want. I’m enjoying the show.”

      “He might be hurt if you wait too long,” he says.

      I shake my head. “We have an understanding. He knows I love him.”

      Jake’s eyes widen. “Oh, so you went there already. Good job, Rocket.” He grins. “Really. I’m so fucking happy for you two. So this really doesn’t bother you?”

      “Actually, I’m eating it up. I wasn’t sure he had it in him.”

      “We haven’t forgotten about the bet, by the way. Everything in due time.”

      I frown, not sure what he’s referring to at first, then remember. “God, that feels like ages ago, but it’s only been a couple days, hasn’t it?”

      My attention shifts when Marco starts to rise, and I forget about my conversation with Jake entirely as the two men in the hot tub grapple again, wet bodies pressed together. Marco takes the initiative this time, reaching between them and grabbing both their cocks in one fist. He turns his head then, seeking me out, and the look on his face is pure abandon.

      “Go,” I say. “I think Amador might enjoy being the meat in a SEAL sandwich.”

      “Rocket, I love the way your devious, filthy mind works.” He stands and strips with half the finesse of Amador, then bends over and kisses me hard on the mouth. He practically jogs to the tub, pauses when a basket near the edge catches his eye, and reaches in. He nods in appreciation, smiling as he opens what looks like a condom, and rolls it down his cock. Then he climbs into the tub and eases up against Amador’s back, cock already hard and dressed for action.
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      I can’t hear more than low murmurs amid rough groans as Marco keeps stroking his and Amador’s cocks together. I want a closer view, so I grab my chair and carry it to the edge of the tub. It’s sunken into the stone floor, so I’m looking down at them when I sit again.

      Amador offers a pleased look when I settle, then nods to my left. “Toss the lube to Owen, Ana.”

      I get a rush at the prospect of the unexpected show I’m about to bear witness to as I grab the lube from a basket of goodies Amador must’ve set aside earlier. I don’t think the man has slept yet, so he must have had plenty of time to plan this in between scheming to get even with Delgado.

      Jake snatches the tube out of the air when I toss it to him and makes quick work of his dick, popping the cap and squirting himself liberally, then coating his fingers and pushing them between Amador’s cheeks. The older man drops his head to Marco’s shoulder with a groan as he widens his stance while Jake finger-bangs his ass for a few seconds.

      He hands the lube to Marco then, who coats his and Amador’s dicks, then closes the cap and drops the tube into the water. It floats along the surface, tossed around by the bubbling jets.

      Amador’s panting hard, and grabs Marco’s head to pull him into a kiss just as Jake aims his cock between his cheeks and pushes in.

      I can’t stand it anymore. I hike up my skirt and spread my legs wide, propping my heels on the slats that connect the chair legs on either side. I’m so wet it isn’t funny, even though half of it is Marco left from before.

      As if magnets drawn to the north, all three men turn their heads and fix their gazes on my fingers when I start rubbing myself. Amador mutters a brief prayer in Spanish, then over his shoulder commands Jake to fuck him harder. He hikes one leg up which Marco grips as Jake obeys, grabbing Amador’s shoulder for leverage as he begins to ram into him over and over. They’re only thigh-deep in the water, but it sloshes around them, breaching the edge and splashing over my toes every few seconds. But all I care about is how fucking hot it is watching the three of them pressed together.

      Marco and Jake lock eyes past Amador’s shoulder. Something unspoken passes between them, then they both groan and jack their hips harder against Amador.

      Amador’s gaze remains fixed on me and I keep stroking myself, too hot to stop. With one hand, I pull a strap off my shoulder and let it fall, uncovering one breast. I cup myself and pinch my nipple, moaning at the rush of sensation that shoots straight to my clit. My wetness is so thick I can’t help the slapping sounds I make as I rub my pussy, focusing on my clit only in passing to avoid coming too soon.

      “¿Me quieres comer?” I ask in a suggestive tone.

      Amador’s eyes go dark and hungry, but he doesn’t move. He waits, eyes glazed for a moment while Jake grunts and thrusts and finally comes. Jake pulls out, and Amador shares a brief look with Marco, who releases him and nods.

      I love that he waited for Marco to give his go-ahead, but I’m still trepidatious. Even though I’ve played the honey trap before, I’ve always managed to get away without having to fuck my mark.

      This time is different. I want this man to bury his dick in me, but only because Marco gave the okay and is staying to watch.

      Amador pushes through the water and climbs the step out of the tub. He bends for a condom from the basket, then looms over me, wet and magnificent as he begins to roll it on. I reach out and stop him. Hesitating as I stare up at him, almost too awestruck by his ferocity and consideration to speak.

      “I want you bare,” I say. When his hunger burns hotter, I clarify, “I am on the pill. I want to feel you, that’s all.”

      He looks the slightest bit disappointed but smiles and drops the condom on the ground, then bends down to nuzzle at my cheek. “I understand. Let me feel how wet you are, cariño.” He slides his fingers slowly through my wet folds. I shudder at the sheer pleasure of his touch, moaning when he leans closer and captures my exposed nipple in his mouth. He rubs my clit for a few seconds, and I’m so close to coming I almost make him stop, but he seems to sense this and withdraws, then drops to one knee.

      He yanks my hips to the very edge of the seat, grasps the back of my chair, then slots his cockhead to my entrance and slides in. The penetration sends a blast of sensation through me and I reach back, holding onto the back of the chair as he starts to fuck me slowly.

      The entire time, he murmurs affirmations in Spanish, each syllable sounding more urgent than the last, until I realize what he’s saying is the filthiest dirty talk I’ve ever heard.

      “Estás tan mojadita,” he growls. “Tu concha tan apretadita.”

      Translating everything in my head only makes me hotter, and I wrap my legs around him, rocking my hips up to meet his every thrust. I’m only half-aware that Jake and Marco are now lounging in the tub, simply watching, but after just a few minutes, it becomes clear they’re stroking themselves as the show continues.

      “You’re a fucking goddess,” Amador says, forcing my attention back to him. He bends to kiss me and slows his pace to savor the moment, then speeds up to a frantic rhythm that drives my need even higher.

      “Touch yourself,” he commands, mouth pressed to my ear. “Let me watch you make yourself come on my cock.”

      I nod and drop my fingers to my clit again, rubbing fast while he keeps plunging into me over and over. He’s fucking harder now, his body wet with sweat instead of water, and at the moment, he looks every bit as godlike as the other two.

      “¿Estás por venir?” he asks, and I’m barely coherent enough to cry out my answer. Fuck yes, I’m coming.

      My climax surges through me with surprising quickness, and I let go, letting it wash over me. My core spasms around Amador and he groans, jacking harder into me, then stopping. He drops his forehead to mine as he comes with rough gasps, his thick cock pumping deep into me.

      He hovers over me, body shaking with tension as his cock keeps spasming for several more seconds. Then he slowly drops his mouth to mine, giving me a slow, sensuous kiss as he eases out of me. I’m breathless and remain slouched, ass half off the edge of the chair, my knees splayed wide as he kneels in front of me.

      He stares at my pussy as if pleased by the mess he’s made, then lifts a hand and slides two fingers through my folds, pushes them into me, then pulls them out and lifts his cum-coated fingers to his mouth.

      “You like the taste of your own cum, don’t you?”

      “Elixir of life,” he says with a twinkle in his eye. Then he rises and moves to the side. I start to close my legs and sit up, but he grips my knee and shakes his head. “Not yet, cariño.”

      He gestures to the guys. “Who wants to do the honors to clean her up before she joins us in the water?”

      Jake starts to move first, then catches himself, looking to Marco for guidance. Marco laughs. “Go for it, brother. I’ll wait my turn.”

      The fresh confidence in Marco’s attitude is comforting. It’s as if knowing my heart belongs to him allows him to accept everything else. We can play these games to kingdom come, and he won’t flinch because he knows at the end of the day, it’ll just be the two of us. I hope he gets as much out of it as I do.

      Jake surges through the tub, climbing out only to drop to his knees in front of me, bowing his head as if about to take communion.

      My pussy’s still tender and over-sensitized, but his tongue is far too talented for it to matter. He plunges the agile muscle as deep as he can, fucking me with it for several seconds, swallowing whatever Amador left behind. Then he spreads me and descends on my clit, sucking it lightly between his lips until I quiver and moan. The sensation is so all-consuming, I am barely aware of Marco and Amador bracketing my body until I feel Marco’s lips pressed to mine.

      I respond eagerly, kissing him back, then turning and kissing Amador when he releases me. They tug my dress down, uncovering both breasts. Amador pauses when the bite mark comes into view on his side.

      “Was this you?” he asks, looking at Marco.

      “Damn right I marked her,” Marco says. “Thought you two might need a reminder who she really belongs to.”

      “Ugh, stop you two. I don’t fucking belong to any—ah!” Jake chooses that moment to grip my ass and push a finger into my backside. I regain awareness just long enough to hear Amador laugh.

      “It’s what I’d have done too. I’m just glad you’re still willing to share.” Then he drops down and sucks my nipple into his mouth, careful not to squeeze my tender breast too hard.

      Marco does the same, and I lose all ability to think. All three of them are in a race to pleasure me best, and it’s looking like they’re neck and neck. The difference is that Jake somehow has the lube again. He pulls back with a devious grin and nods to the other two.

      “Hold her legs. We need to take care of some business.” He holds up the tube and pops the lid open, then drizzles the viscous clear fluid over two fingers. I’m glad for the break he gives my pussy, but it’s disconcerting being effectively restrained by two other men, my pussy and ass fully exposed to a third.

      “You didn’t think you’d get away without some ass play, did you? There are three dicks that want a piece of you tonight.”

      I relax, because there are no two people I trust more in the world besides Marco and Jake. Even with my body.

      Jake presses his coated fingers to my anus and pushes past in increments. My pussy aches with the need to be filled again, but the stretching fullness of his fingers in my ass distracts me from that need. The other two watch, enraptured by the procedure. I let out a low chuckle.

      “You guys going to Rochambeau for the honor of being the first to fuck my ass?”

      Jake tuts and shakes his head. “This ass is mine, baby. I’m getting you ready, I’m damn sure going to be the first to fuck you.”

      He twists his fingers and pushes them deeper, so deep that he can rub his thumb over my clit a few times before he slides back out. I jerk at the unexpected surge of pleasure and reach for Marco again. He obliges with a deep, hungry kiss, which Amador mirrors a second later.

      Jake withdraws his fingers for only a second before pushing them back in again, only this time, there are more. Oddly, there’s only the smallest twinge of pain before I let myself relax and ease into it, enjoying the release of surrendering to the three of them.

      This goes on for an eternity, Jake slowly working my ass looser with surprising patience. I’m less patient, though, and squirm against his hand after a moment.

      “Fuck me, if you’re going to. I need to fucking come.”

      “Oh, this was just a warmup for later, but if you’re that desperate . . .”

      Jake smirks and dips his head, flicking his tongue over my clit. It’s just a tease but I’m so aroused I buck and moan, desperate for more. He fucks my ass a little faster with his fingers and drops his face between my thighs. His tongue sinks into my pussy, fucking me for several strokes before he continues that mind-blowing sucking of my clit. The other two resume sucking my nipples, and I lose myself entirely to the pleasure.

      My orgasm rocks through me in slow waves this time, gripping my entire body in a cascade of bliss. I’m drugged out of my mind on endorphins by the time it passes, and go so limp Marco laughs as he holds me up.

      “Get her dress,” he says, and one of the others tugs the garment over my hips. Then I’m carefully lowered into the hot water, bracketed by two big, solid bodies. I only know who it is by process of elimination. Jake sits across from me with a smug look on his face, probably because he knows he’s still going to fuck my ass later.

      But I don’t have a single fuck to give right now. Not with the delicious heat soaking into my sore limbs and Marco’s fingers twined through mine. He nuzzles my neck, then whispers into my ear. “You’re magnificent. I love you.”

      I just hum in pleasure and tilt my head to rest it on his shoulder, turning enough to drape my legs over Amador’s lap.

      It probably means I’m an even bigger pervert than I thought, because I can see in all their eyes that they’re nowhere close to done with me tonight, and I love it.
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      After soaking for about twenty minutes, Amador groans, then steps out. He gestures to a glass door near the corner of the building. “Shower is through there. Meet me in the bedroom when you’re ready. I have to prepare a few things.”

      When he disappears, I say, “Prepare a few things . . . What do you think he means?”

      “Whips and chains, probably,” Jake suggests. “Judging from the look in his eyes, he might want to tie one of us to the bed. Or he might want us to tie him to the bed. Honestly, the man probably goes either way.”

      But when we make it to the bedroom after a quick soap and rinse in the shower, I don’t see anything out of the ordinary—just a big, mahogany four-poster bed similar to the one in my room. But when I turn, I discover the open armoire loaded with kinky paraphernalia.

      Amador steps close and reaches for an item. “Don’t be alarmed, but I’d like you to wear this tonight. If you prefer not to, I understand . . .”

      I’m caught off-guard by the giant strap-on he offers me, one that puts my own to shame. This one is more elegant and cast in solid, shiny black silicone. But while mine was more or less normal dick-shaped, his has weird bumps and ridges covering the shaft, and a head that flares a little wider than a normal human dick should.

      I interrupt him and grab the thing. “Oh, I’ll wear it. You’re damn right I’ll wear it.”

      Jake wanders in with a towel around his waist and barks a laugh when he sees the dildo. “Holy shit, you did not just hand that woman a strap-on. We’re all in trouble now.”

      Amador’s eyebrows rise and he glances at the others. “Please explain. Because I admit it’s not the kind of thing most women would agree to.”

      Marco enters, rubbing his head with a towel, and spies the thing. I’m already stepping into the harness and tightening it around my hips. He and Jake start laughing.

      “Let’s just say she needed to prove who had the bigger dick once to get us in line,” Marco says. “She’s never actually used one on us.”

      “I have used one before. It’s been years, though.” I sway my hips and make the monster dick wave around. Amador’s hesitance has disappeared, and he stares at me like I’m some baffling alien creature.

      “You used one with a woman, didn’t you?” he asks.

      For a split-second, my skin prickles as I realize I might have given away too much, shown him more of Sadie than I intended. Ana’s supposed to be straight, but I can’t play this off now.

      Amador laughs at my deer-in-the-headlights look and shakes his head. “Do you think I, of all people, would criticize you for that? Just tell me, was it a phase, or do you still enjoy sex with women?”

      I take a breath, holding it for a second, then let it out and smile, turning on the Ana charm again. “Is it ever just a phase?”

      “I think it can be, but I have a feeling it wasn’t with you. If there’s a special woman in your life, I’d like to meet her someday.”

      I smirk. “She would eat you alive.”

      “And I have no doubt I would love it, if she’s anything like you.”

      “I’m happy to demonstrate,” I say, pointing to the bed. He has an eager, yet hungry look when he climbs on and lies back against the pillows.

      I ponder how to do this for a moment. While I have plenty of strap-on-wearing experience, I’ve only ever used them for vaginal penetration. Never once have I fucked an ass with a dildo. Usually when Kat and I enjoyed ass-play, we just used our tongues and fingers, and that was enough. But how hard can it be?

      Jake sees me hesitate and comes to my aid. “You’ll need this,” he says, handing me a bottle of lube from the nightstand. “And lots of it, judging by the size of that thing. Though if he knows what he’s doing, he’s practiced and knows he can take it.”

      “That would be correct,” Amador says, eyes fixed on my groin as he idly strokes his hard cock.

      Jake climbs onto the bed and points at him. “You need to roll over. Make it easy on her.”

      Amador smirks and does as asked. He turns his cheek to the pillow to face Jake. “Trust me, I’m well-prepared.”

      “That may be so, but are you ready?”

      He nods over his shoulder and grips the pillows. I’m not nervous, but it’s still new territory. Marco reclines on the other side of the bed, watching curiously. This is new to him too. Would he ever let me peg him? Maybe if I do this right, he will, which would be hot as fuck.

      I climb onto the bed and ease up to Amador’s ass, reaching for the lube Jake still holds out to me. Before I open it, though, I dip my head and press a light kiss to his puckered hole, tentatively teasing my tongue against it.

      “Ay Dios,” he groans. “Why is it so much hotter when you do it?”

      Man, I have no idea, but it’s hot to me too.

      Then I take a page from Jake’s playbook and tilt the lube over two fingers, coating them, as well as Amador’s asshole. After that, it all comes naturally. I prep him for the monster dildo, teasing his ass for several minutes until I feel him relax. I only spend a moment seeking out his prostate, and congratulate myself for finding it when he barks a curse and rises, reaching for the top of his headboard to hold on.

      The rush of power I get from seeing this man at my mercy is heady. We have him right now, and could easily break him. His demise is inevitable at this point, and I feel a little guilty about it.

      Might as well make it good for him, I rationalize as I finally line up the head of the dildo with his ass, cover it with lube, then press against his hole. I don’t quite believe it’ll fit, but then his opening gives, stretching wide to accommodate the thick tip of the shaft.

      His biceps flex, and he groans as I ease in slowly. Then he commands me to fuck him, and I begin to move.

      This part I know. This part is the fun part, but usually I wind up pulling Kat’s hair while I nail her from behind, and he doesn’t have long hair to pull. So I grab his shoulder and bend over his back, my breasts brushing against his skin, nipples hard. I push in, and am surprised to feel the soft weight of his balls bounce back against me in a pleasant slap. It’s too low to tease my clit, but tantalizing nonetheless.

      I spread my legs a touch wider, hoping to get more contact, before I remember that the harness is only a set of straps that leaves me exposed from behind. Marco moves, and I feel him nudge up against my back. He presses a kiss to my shoulder and murmurs, “You look like you need a little help.”

      “Please god, yes. Fuck me,” I say.

      I withdraw from Amador to meet Marco’s first thrust as he pushes into me. After that, we set a rhythm that has the man beneath me groaning and cursing. His expletives only get more creative when Jake snakes a hand beneath Amador and grips his cock.

      I knew Jake had a filthy mouth, but tonight he outdoes himself. “Take that monster dick, you dirty boy,” he intones in the sexiest voice, right in Amador’s ear. It fucking gets me going. I trigger the switch on the little bullet vibrator tucked in a pocket inside the front of the harness and lose myself. Amador lets out a yell, ramming back against me. The movement triggers a chain reaction, but I was already damn close, and I know Marco was too.

      Amador’s muscular back quivers, and he drops his head as Jake milks his cock until he’s spent. I’m still frozen in the grip of my own climax, one hand gripping Amador’s shoulder and the other pressed to the vibrator to hold it against my clit a moment longer.

      Marco sinks his teeth into my shoulder, just deep enough to hurt, but not break skin, and I love him for it.

      Amador pulls himself off the giant dildo, which makes a slurping pop when it vacates his body. He turns around to look at me, still impaled on Marco.

      “Que bello,” he murmurs, taking us both in. His gaze skims my body, and he smiles.

      Marco’s still panting through his orgasm, his cock softening inside me. He tightens his hold on my torso, as if the mere act of looking at me is enough of a threat from Amador.

      Amador shakes his head and chuckles, then looks at Jake. “Do you need me to take care of you?” But Jake is eyeing me with determination.

      “I’ll keep until she’s ready again.”

      Amador nods. “Ah, yes. Let her rest a moment.”

      He climbs out of bed and disappears into the bathroom. The shower turns on, and Marco finally eases out of me. I climb off the bed, legs shaky as I slip out of the harness and carry it to the bathroom. I admire Amador in the mirror while I remove the dildo from the harness and wash it with hot, soapy water. Marco strolls in and takes a piss, followed by Jake. On his way back out, Marco pauses to kiss my cheek.

      “You were magnificent, babe,” he says.

      When Jake passes, he mimics Marco almost exactly, earning himself an annoyed look from Marco.

      “What? She was magnificent. We should all be kissing her.”

      “Agreed,” Amador says, stepping out of the shower and drying off. He looks even younger with wet hair, his cut physique glistening. He eases up beside me and bends to kiss my cheek. “Magnífica.”
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      It’s oddly not weird to lounge on the bed with two other naked men while we wait for Sadie to finish up in the bathroom. Amador retrieves the tequila from outside and we pass it around, drinking straight out of the bottle. I’m barely buzzed from the liquor, but my senses are alive from all the sex.

      Touching Sadie, being inside her, hearing her come for me, is the pinnacle of pleasure, but every time either Jake or Amador brushes against me, even by accident, I get a rush. It’s purely physical . . . I’m self-aware enough to differentiate . . . but I’m also not so oblivious that I can’t accept that I’m into the idea of doing more with them. I try to tell myself it’s just the taboo aspect that appeals to me, but I know it’s more.

      I give into one such urge on impulse, deciding to tease Jake a little, just on principle. He’s waiting to fuck Sadie’s ass, so I probably shouldn’t make it worse, but his dick is still hard, and I can’t resist. I roll onto my side, facing away from Amador, and lean in, nipping at Jake’s neck as I glide my hand down his chest and over his belly.

      I pause just shy of his dick, and he groans. “You’re a fucker.”

      “Want to make sure you stay good and hard so you’re ready for her.”

      “Oh, I’ll be ready. Will you be ready for me?”

      He reaches straight for my dick and strokes my flaccid length a few times. I get half-hard, but I just came, so it’ll be a little longer before I can go again.

      “I’ll be ready by the time you’re inside her,” I say, grinning.

      He groans again. “Fuck you, Ochoa.”

      “Oh no,” Sadie says, catching the tail end of our conversation when she steps back into the room.” You’re not doing double duty when it comes to the bet. The two of you are going to do it while I watch. Now’s good, in fact, while I recover from the last session.”

      “I’m nowhere near ready,” I say. She evidently takes it as a challenge, striding over and hopping up onto the bed. She crawls toward me, eyes glinting with mischief. I spread my legs to let her move between them, cock already rousing at the sight of her mouth drawing close. Fucking hell, I can’t suppress it around her. Especially not when she takes my balls in her mouth and gently sucks.

      “You look ready to me. Tell you what, you do Owen, and when you’re done, Owen can do me. Amador will make sure I’m ready, won’t you?”

      She shoots Amador an expectant look.

      “It would be my pleasure,” he says, rising and going to his cabinet of kink.

      “See, I knew you were the man for the job,” Sadie says, eyeing the thick butt plug he returns with. She puts on a brave face, but I can see through it. She knows it’ll be fun, but can’t hide a flicker of uncertainty.

      Amador tosses me a bottle of lube. Jake looks worried when I meet his gaze, and I smirk. “You can take me, right?” I say, squirting lube into my palm.

      “Of course,” he says, indignant. “I just don’t know if I can hold back if you’re fucking me, and I want to be ready when I get to her.”

      I glance at Sadie, hopeful. She reads my mind, and I’m sure she’s about to object, but she just sighs and shrugs. “Fine. If Owen cries uncle, you can stop, but make it good!”

      Amador’s watching the exchange and is way too amused by it. But he pats his lap when Jake and I assume the position and Sadie obediently lays across his thighs, ass in the air, chin propped on her hands. She looks too fucking cute, and I’m torn between fulfilling the bet and watching her get her ass stretched by the enormous plug Amador holds in one hand.

      “Yo, the ass you need to focus on is right here, brother,” Jake says, wiggling his own bare ass at me.

      I slip on a condom and work my lube-coated hand up and down my shaft, then tilt the bottle over his ass. I rub my thumb through the slick coating, fucking into him a few times to make sure his entrance is well-lubricated, then notch my cock at his opening.

      Sadie lets out a soft grunt, and I redirect my attention to her as I hold Jake’s hips and begin to ease into him. He hisses and groans, pushing back against me. His ass is fucking tight, and for a second I lose track of events, opting to watch myself disappear into him for the moment. This is . . . unbelievably nice.

      But when I absorb the moment and start fucking him, I turn to Sadie again. Her mouth is open, and she’s panting softly while Amador gently plunges the tapered tip of the plug into her and back out. He adds a little more lube, then pulls one muscular ass cheek wide as he pushes the plug deeper. Sadie’s eyelids flutter closed and she lifts her hips to meet the plug. It’s about the thickness of a fist at its widest, so I don’t expect him to put the entire thing into her, but she’s taking about half of it so far, and it’s the hottest fucking thing I’ve seen.

      “Fuck, dude, I can’t . . . Need you to stop now,” Jake says. It takes a moment for me to register his tap out, but I pull out quickly and sit back on my heels.

      Amador’s ready, tossing the plug aside and helping Sadie rearrange herself to straddle him. “Do you want me inside you too?” he asks.

      “I don’t know . . . Yes, I think so,” she says. He merely nods and slides down a little so his cock is aimed at her core. She sinks onto him with a pleased moan.

      He wraps his arms around her so her ass is aimed at Jake. I toss the condom to the floor and take myself in my fist, enjoying the show as Jake presses his cock to Sadie’s ass and eases in a little ways. He pauses to check in, only to get an enthusiastic, “Fuck me, goddammit!”

      They both oblige at the same time, eliciting a sharp cry from her that fades into a moan of pure pleasure. She turns her face to me, and the look of utter bliss is enough to make my cock twitch. But then she pushes up with one hand on Amador’s chest and reaches for me.

      It’s an awkward angle, but with my knee above Amador’s head, I manage to slant so she can reach my dick with her mouth. I’m holding onto the headboard with one hand and her head with the other, lost to the feel of her mouth around me. When Amador lifts a hand and glides it up my inner thigh, I spread wider, groaning at the feel of his hand cupping my balls, then fingers pushing into my ass.

      It’s tight at first, but I glance to the bed and find the lube, holding it up. He removes his fingers from me and lets me drizzle liquid over them, then slides them between my legs again. And oh fuck, is the sensation more amazing than before. Even better is the eye-candy of watching Sadie get double penetrated while she sucks my dick, and I’m getting a prostate massage at the same time.

      None of us last for very long, though. I’m not sure whose climax begins the cascade, but once it starts, there’s no stopping. I shoot my load down Sadie’s throat and fall back. She turns and delivers a snowball to Amador, who lets loose with a groan. He kisses Sadie through her orgasm while Jake practically shakes the building with his ecstatic yell, slamming hard into Sadie’s ass and holding tight as his body spasms through it all.

      “I think you guys broke me,” Sadie murmurs, still sandwiched between the two other men. Jake struggles to hold himself up over her, gives her a kiss between her shoulder blades, then eases out of her ass and falls to the side with a huff, still clutching the base of his cock to hold the condom on.

      Her gaze remains locked on mine, eyes searching. I reach out and stroke her cheek, hoping my expression conveys the words I can’t say without giving us away. I love her, and I love what a life with her might look like. Moments of solitude for just us interspersed with wild, hedonistic fun. It won’t be with a crime lord destined for prison, but it might include Jake. Or maybe Katrina, since Sadie made it clear she still holds a torch for the gorgeous stripper.

      I decide it doesn’t matter much who it is, as long as we’re together when this is all over.

      She slides off Amador and reaches for me. I open my arms, more than content when she rests her head on my chest and heaves a long sigh. I’m already drifting when I feel a blanket drape over us, cracking my eyes just enough to see Amador covering us with a tender look in his eyes. I feel a twinge of regret about the mission. How long can we stretch this out before it no longer makes sense to wait?

      The captain will take more time to recover, but we can carry on without him if need be. We’ll also have all the intel we need on Amador’s militia within a day, at least where the men stationed around this compound are concerned. If there’s a mole, it’s someone close—we know that much. We also know we can probably exploit whoever it is to help get our own men in more easily.

      Even though it leaves a bad taste in my mouth to leverage Delgado’s attack for our benefit, it’s the smart thing to do. We want as much control as possible over the compound before we act. We would just have to make sure what’s happening doesn’t get back to Delgado, or he’s likely to interfere. He wants Amador’s assets badly enough to destroy half of them to get the rest. He won’t hesitate to kill our men to keep us from securing the compound and confiscating everything of any value. We can’t waste time.

      I drift off with the answer at the tip of my brain, but have forgotten entirely by the time I wake up several hours later. The room is quiet, except for the sounds of three people breathing. A salt lamp burns in one corner, illuminating the room in a dim orange glow. Sadie’s still curled against my side, with Amador spooning her. Jake is sprawled on the other side of the bed, belly down.

      A shadow moves just beyond the still-open door to the terrace, and I shift my eyes in that direction, careful not to move and alert a potential observer to my awareness until I determine whether there’s a threat. The shadow shifts again and is decidedly man-shaped, lurking just beyond the edge of the door, looking in. I hear the snap of a shutter then and bolt up, sprinting to the door with a yell.

      The figure lets out a curse and scrambles backward. I can’t see his face in the darkness, but I reach for him, grab hold of his jacket, and yank. He struggles, and I scramble to get a better grip, but he quickly slips out of the jacket and runs toward the edge of the balcony. He vaults over the railing and disappears.

      I run after, peering down into the shadows beyond. There’s a row of tall shrubs on that side. I’d normally give chase, but I’d also normally be fully clothed, and I’m not willing to go after the man naked.

      “What is it?” Amador asks, jogging up and stopping at my side.

      “Someone was watching us,” I say, handing him the jacket. I couldn’t tell who, but there’s a distinctive scent of tobacco in the air that lingers on the jacket in Amador’s hands.

      He holds it up and shakes his head. “It could be any of them. I’ll find out who by sunrise.”
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      We agree to keep an eye out for lurkers while Amador heads off to ask about the owner of the jacket, then depart for our own rooms, checking that all the doors are locked and curtains drawn to ensure a safe sleep.

      We reconvene in the dining room at breakfast, pretending like nothing more than an innocent evening party occurred the night before. Amador greets us wearily, confessing that he had no luck finding the peeping Tom.

      Sadie excuses herself after breakfast, saying she wants to oversee the unloading of the submarine to make sure it’s delivered undamaged and the guns unloaded safely too. I slip away to walk her out, taking a private moment to check in and revisit the plan.

      “I want to check in on Dad,” she says under her breath. “But I think we need to move soon. Let’s see what the intel we get on Amador’s men reveals. I’m prepared to give the signal to Alpha team tonight at midnight, if everyone’s ready. Garcia says the Federales are on standby, waiting for the signal too. There’s no reason to wait.”

      “Agreed,” I say, kissing her swiftly before heading back in. I check my phone for messages when I reach Amador’s office, but instead of a text from Mason like I expected, I find one from Baz Quiñones.

      “Morning, brother! Here’s the deets you wanted on A’s men. Mostly safe, but there are a few outliers to look into, marked with stars in the attached spreadsheet.”

      I download the sheet, but Amador joins me before I have a chance to look at it. I forward it to his email address and nod at him. “We have the results of the analyst’s look at your employee roster. I emailed it to you. We can have a look at it together, or I can leave you alone to review it first if you want.”

      “Stay,” he says. “Owen will join us shortly.”

      He finds the file quickly and opens it, turning his widescreen monitor toward us when Jake arrives, propping his hip against the desk. We focus on the highlighted rows and Amador goes dead quiet.

      “Where is Ana?” he asks.

      “She’s on the boat,” I say, spine prickling at his icy tone. I look at the name he points to and recognize it, and the other detail comes swimming back from the depths of memory.

      The smell from last night was fresh tobacco. The guard Amador had with him when we first met smelled like fresh tobacco.

      The same guard who was on the boat mouthing epithets at me.

      The same guard who is still on the boat, protecting the cargo until we could finally unload it.

      We don’t say a word as we rush from the room. My heart is pounding even as my mind scrambles for rational thought. Sadie’s fully capable of taking care of herself, but she hasn’t been carrying her knife the past two days. I hope like hell she had it on her when she went down this morning.

      We sprint down the stairs to the dock, taking them in leaps. I launch myself onto deck just in time to see the captain lurch out of the lounge, blood dripping down his forehead, clutching his side with one hand. His knuckles are bruised, his eyes wild.

      “They took her. I couldn’t stop them. Those fuckers took her!”
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      I come to, jostled by the bounce of a speedboat over rough surf. My wrists are bound with a zip tie, and a cloth that reeks of motor oil has been stuffed in my mouth, another rag tied around the back of my head. My vision swims from the blow to the head I took  . . . When was it? It had to be only moments ago, judging by the chill and the angle of the sun.

      The last thing I remember is stepping into the cabin Dad slept in last night to check on him. He didn’t answer, which worried me, and when I opened the door, I found him unconscious on the floor.

      The next thing I knew, two men rushed me. I didn’t make it easy on them. Pretty sure one of them wound up with a broken nose, and the other will never have kids after the kick I gave his nuts.

      Dad roused just as they were binding me and made a valiant attempt to save me, but it was clear he was still too weak to do much damage. They would’ve killed him if I hadn’t begged him to let me go.

      My head throbs, the light slicing into my eyes, but I shake it off and try to get my bearings. I crane my head around and see one guy watching me intently while another drives the boat. A third man is sitting near the stern, an M82 clutched against his side.

      “Nice shiner,” I quip at the man watching me. He’s the one I nailed in the face. “You really fucked up by taking me, you know.”

      He narrows his eyes. “What the fuck happened to your accent? You sound like a fucking gringa all of a sudden.”

      I snort. Who the fuck is he going to tell? Not Amador, if he’s taking me where I think he is. But after everything, somehow I don’t see Marco keeping the secret any longer anyway. There’s no way in hell Amador will let Delgado get away with another woman he cares about. At least I don’t see him as the sort of man who would just sit and wait for a ransom demand. He’s going to enlist Jake and Marco and Dad to help him mount an attack, and they’ll sell their cooperation better if they come clean about everything.

      At least, I fucking hope this is how it goes. If I’m wrong, I’m fucked. If I’m wrong, my team is going to take down Amador as planned and Delgado will be an afterthought. If I’m wrong, that means I’m not the leverage Delgado thinks I am. For the sake of our mission, that’s probably preferable, but after learning what kind of man Delgado is—and what kind of man Amador is—I really don’t want to be wrong.

      There’s still a chance I can escape, though. I strapped my knife onto my thigh this morning as an afterthought. After last night’s unknown visitor, it seemed dumb not to carry it.

      I shift my leg under my dress and frown at the distinct lack of pressure where the straps should be. The man watching me smirks and lifts his hand, dangling the weapon in its sheath in front of me.

      I glare at him. I don’t need a knife to do a shitload of damage. I don’t even need my hands. The problem is Mr. Shiner isn’t letting me out of his sight for a second. So I wait. After a while, the driver slows, and I peek out to see a dock ahead, leading to a sandy clearing where a truck waits with more men standing around. My guard glances away, and I take my shot.

      I use my hands to leverage myself toward him, planting one foot while I aim the other at his busted nose. My heel strikes true and he topples back, fresh blood spraying from his face. He’s done, falling over the edge of the boat with a splash.

      Taking my fucking knife with him, goddamnit.

      The one with the gun spins around, cursing as he comes toward me, I sweep a foot at his ankles and knock him down. The gun flies to one side and I throw myself onto him, knee right to his groin, digging in.

      The driver catches onto what’s happening and kills the engine to come to his friend’s aid. I slip my bound hands beneath my feet, clamp my teeth around the end of the zip tie, yank it tight, and then raise my arms and swing them down and apart as hard as I can. The plastic snaps.

      I make a dive for the water, but too late I see the net flying in above me, tossed by someone on the dock. It sinks down around me, closing in, my arms and legs tangling in the ropes. I can’t fucking move and start to sink. All I can do is hold my breath and curse myself for not grabbing my goddamn knife before I kicked that asshole in the face.

      I’m too valuable for them to let me drown, so I don’t spend more than a minute under water, at least. By the time they haul me up onto the beach, there are five more men standing around, looking pissed.

      “Remind me why the fuck Delgado wants her?” one asks.

      “She’s Amador’s new toy. Leverage,” another says. “Carlo took photos of ese depravado getting nailed by her last night. He even likes getting fucked by chicas.”

      The other men sneer and laugh, and I’m irrationally angry on Amador’s behalf. “He’s more of a man than all you assholes put together!” I snap.

      “Oh yeah? Did he stick his little prick in your concha and make you cry his name? ‘Oh, Amador! Fuck me hard!’” he cries out in a falsetto. I’d kick the fucker’s teeth in if I could free just one leg from this motherfucking net.

      “Get her arms and legs, carnales,” he says. “She fights too hard to take chances.”

      I know it’s unlikely I’ll get out, but I put up a fight anyway, making sure to aim for dicks and faces as much as possible. I nail a couple of them, but it only pisses them off more.

      By the time they get me basically hog-tied in the bed of a camper-covered truck, I have plenty of my own bruises to show for my efforts, as well as a split lip and sore jaw. They refrain from giving me a real beating, though, which means Delgado really is planning to use me as leverage to get Amador to relinquish his assets.

      My wet sundress clings to me, and I catch a few of the men leering. One reaches down and tugs at the fabric, making the hem ride higher up my thigh. The big guy who appears to be the lieutenant snaps at him.

      “Hands off the package. Delgado needs her pristine.”

      I huff through the fresh gag they stuffed in my mouth, blood from my split lip still tangy on my tongue. The man looks at me and chuckles, pointing.

      “That was your doing, nena. If you’d come easy, you wouldn’t have wound up bruised. We can cover that up for proof of life, though. For now, I need to know whether you’ll behave or whether we’ll need to sedate you for the trip.”

      I clench my jaw, glaring daggers at him. I’m outnumbered, so my odds of succeeding at a second attempt to escape are terrible. I have no idea where they’re taking me, but I want to be alert so I don’t miss anything crucial if I manage to find a way to contact Marco or the others.

      After the bombs the other night and everything we’ve learned about Amador’s need to destroy Delgado, the best way forward is to cooperate and see if we can find an angle that still gets us what we need. The problem is I have no way of checking in with the guys to find out where their heads are. I can only guess that Amador will want to rain down hell on Delgado for this. I hope Marco stays cool, but after everything . . . after the words we said last night . . . I’m not so sure.

      I have to act as if they’ve come to the same conclusions I have, so I finally swallow my pride and nod. Then I try to clear my head so I can endure what’s likely to be a very uncomfortable trip.

      We drive for a couple hours, my neck and shoulders burning from being tied so long and bouncing along poorly paved roads. Finally, the truck comes to a stop and half the men jump out. The other half lift me and hand me down to their friends. I blink up at the bright sky, taking in what looks like a small airstrip on the far side of Chichen Itza, the monolithic ziggurat looming in the distance. A small private jet awaits on the hard-packed dirt runway, engines running.

      Fuck. They plan to fly me somewhere, and there’s no way for me to know how far we’re going. If it’s Delgado, odds are good it’s Mexico City, but I can’t discount the possibility that we’ll be going somewhere more remote.

      I go slack when they lift me, deciding I don’t need to make it easy, even if I’m not actively fighting them.

      “She’s heavy for a little thing,” one man comments. “Got some meat on her little bones. You work out, chava?”

      I blink at him like he’s daft asking me questions I can’t fucking answer. He just laughs and shifts his grip under my arm.

      They carry me across the cracked pavement to the plane and haul me inside, unbinding my feet before dropping me into a leather-upholstered seat. One of the men carefully straps me in, then pulls out a fresh bundle of rope, proceeding to wrap it around me and the seat. When he’s done, he looms close, pointing in my face.

      “Don’t fuck with Delgado, or he’ll throw you out at forty thousand feet.” He parks himself in the seat facing me and buckles his own seatbelt.

      I blink and nod, wiggling because my arms are still trapped behind my back. I crane my neck and raise my eyebrows at him to indicate I’d like to at least have my hands untied.

      He shakes his head. “Sorry, no-can-do. You’ll have to wait for him to decide whether he’s willing to take the risk of untying you.”

      I hear more voices from just outside the plane a moment later. “She’s ready to go,” someone says. “She’s a fighter, though, so be careful. She took out one of my men on the way out of there.”

      “Understood. Let’s see this mysterious Ana María Blanco,” the new arrival says. I frown, realizing the other man never bothered to relay the detail of my slip out of character when they grabbed me.

      Footsteps thud against the steps into the plane, and I crane my head to look back, but I’m seated facing the tail and the seats are too damn big and cushy for me to get a good angle on the entrance. I hear two sets of footsteps, though, not just one, and it finally occurs to me to wonder how Gustavo Delgado wound up with such a sweet piece of luxury machinery.

      This isn’t something a man who’s so desperate for assets would have access to. I rack my brain for all the intel we have on him, but it’s spotty. We weren’t focused on him beyond his association with Amador and whatever we could glean from their business together. He took over the Zavala Cartel in brutal fashion, which means he basically gutted that organization . . . literally . . . killing any men who wouldn’t change sides after making them watch him murder their boss and his brother.

      I fucking wish Marco were here. He’d know all the details I’m struggling to recall. But I don’t remember a private jet on the list of assets Zavala was believed to have possessed.

      The first figure passes by and takes a seat on the other side of the plane. He’s only familiar from the handful of surveillance photos I’ve seen, and an ancient mugshot from when he briefly did time in Lompoc in the mid-90s. Gustavo Delgado isn’t unattractive, but there’s a deadness to his eyes that gives me a chill. One thing I’ll say about Amador—despite the gruesome trophies on his wall, he never once struck me as a psychopath. Passionate enough to kill for his principles, yes . . . but nothing like the cold-blooded snake giving me a smug look right now.

      But my blood goes even colder when I see the man who joins him a moment later.

      Jovan Corluka’s gaze meets mine the second he settles in his own seat. His sharp-featured face breaks into a mirthless slice of a grin.

      “Well, well, well, if it isn’t Ana María Blanco. Or should I call you Rocket?”
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      “He’s gone, and so are the other men who were assigned to guard the boat,” Jake says after a quick search.

      I’m sitting with the captain, who holds an ice pack to his bleeding head. “They cornered me, demanding I call her to come to the boat.”

      Amador shakes his head. “Why would they use you to get to her? You barely know her.”

      The captain and I exchange a glance, and he gives the smallest shake to keep mum for now. He continues with his story. “I told them to fuck off, saw an opening to try to take them out, and took it. I’m off my game with this injury. Weak. They overpowered me, and one of them knocked me out. She must have come to see me anyway, and that’s when they took her. Pretty sure they had a boat already waiting, unless they took the submarine.”

      “How do you know about that?” Amador demands. “None of this smells right, come to think of it. You gave up so quickly after just a conversation with Owen, then this . . . I didn’t tell you anything about why Ana was here. Did you go snooping in the hold?”

      Captain Watts takes a breath and sets his icepack aside. He looks between me and Jake. “Lock the doors. Guard both exits. I need him to stay put in case he isn’t willing to listen.”

      We obey without fanfare. Jake takes the sliders that lead to the deck. I close the pocket door that leads to the rest of the yacht, flip the lock, and stand facing the room. Amador stares at us in shock.

      “We’re sorry, brother,” Jake says in a low voice. “Just hear him out, okay? If we want to get her back, we need to be on the same page.”

      Amador’s face goes from white to red, his expression morphing into pure rage. “What is this? Tell me who you are!” he yells at the captain. “Are you even out for revenge against Delgado?”

      “I wasn’t when I arrived, but that changed about an hour ago when they took her,” the captain replies. “My name is Captain Ben Watts. I’m an active-duty Navy SEAL in charge of a black ops team assigned to carry out Operation Broken Heart. Our target was one Vicente Amador, wanted in the US and Mexico on a variety of charges, not the least of which is racketeering, but unofficially, it’s all the murders we can only loosely tie you to. Powerful people want you out of the picture, your entire organization dismantled, and my team was the one assigned to do it.”

      Amador stares at me, then at Jake. “Your team. You are part of his team?” He pulls out his phone and starts to dial.

      The captain shakes his head. “If you’re hoping to call your men to attack, your compound is surrounded by Federales, along with a squad of black-ops soldiers. Your men are surrendering as we speak. No one’s coming to help.”

      Amador tosses his phone down with a curse, eyeing the doors again. He blows a breath out through his nostrils and directs a hard stare at the captain again. “And Ana . . .?”

      “The honey trap,” the captain continues. “Her real name is Sadie Watts. I personally trained her. She’s my daughter.”

      Amador’s head jerks back like he just took a blow to the face. He sits suddenly and just stares at the captain.

      Jake and I share a look. He’s as surprised as I am by this reaction, but it makes some kind of poetic sense, after all we know about the man. Family means everything to him.

      “Your daughter . . . Ana . . . Sadie . . . It was all a lie.”

      “No.” I have to interject before he draws too many misinformed conclusions, though I stop when he directs a baffled stare at me. Will it even matter now if I tell him it wasn’t all a lie?

      Jake picks up the thread of my thought. “She genuinely liked you. We all did—do—for what it’s worth,” he says. “Surprised the fuck out of us, honestly. You weren’t what we expected.”

      “But you were all a fucking honey trap! And I fell for it! What the fuck does that say about me?”

      I know better than to voice the thought, but the answer hangs between us anyway—that he’s a lonely, desperate man who cares more about family, about human interaction, about love, than someone like Delgado. And it was a weakness we were able to exploit.

      The captain nods at us. “Let’s relocate to your house. It’ll be easier to work from there, going forward. We need to mobilize all our men if we’re going to do this right.”

      Amador is too shocked to refuse as Jake and I urge him off the boat and up the steps. We enter the house to dead silence, and I hope everyone stood down once they saw the forces brought to bear. I don’t smell any telltale whiff of a firefight at least.

      Once we’re in his dining room, the pair of them seated across from each other while Jake and I stand guard, he finds the wherewithal to speak again.

      He directs an accusatory look at the captain. “You let your daughter do these things? Do you have any idea what we did together? All of them. Me. With her.”

      The captain clears his throat. “My daughter’s sexual preferences are neither a mystery to me, nor are they my business. How she chooses to use her skills to complete a mission is entirely up to her. I will say one thing, though . . . I have never known her to get as close to a target before, if what you’re suggesting is true. That has to count for something.”

      “And you don’t want to shred me to pieces for daring to lay a hand on her?”

      “I don’t own her, Amador. She’s always been her own woman. You might consider a reboot to some of those antiquated ideals you have. You seem so progressive in other ways—don’t you think it’s about time? Your business, for example, isn’t growing anymore, is it? You need an infusion of new blood to make it viable for the next few decades. You lost the only man who had a chance of keeping you current.”

      Amador snorts. “He betrayed me. Besides, what do you know about keeping a criminal enterprise current?”

      “You’d be surprised,” the captain says with a wry smile. “My business is to know how to exploit men like you, to destroy you. But at the moment, our needs align too much for me to bother with that. So I’m putting that reckoning on hold. We need to work together to destroy someone potentially more dangerous in the long-term, even though my orders say otherwise.”

      For the first time since the revelation of our identities, Amador relaxes. He stares at the captain, sizing him up, and evidently decides he likes what he sees.

      “You would go rogue against your own government to rescue your daughter, who isn’t really the daughter of a Colombian drug lord after all.” He directs a piercing stare at me and Jake. “I forgot to ask who you really are. You aren’t Desi Ochoa, are you?”

      I press my lips tight, not sure if I want him to know right now. But Jake decides to be helpful.

      “I’m Jake Hearn. He’s Marco Santos. You might have heard the name before . . . Santos. Ring any bells?”

      Surprisingly, Amador laughs. “I’ve met two of your brothers, haven’t I? Both were dumb enough to cross me. One of them somehow survived. Gustavo got to the other one . . . J.J . . .. Julian Junior. In fact, I knew your father too. Would you believe me if I told you your father was integral in helping me build my business? Even if he never realized it. If it wasn’t for his intervention, Arturo would have never come back to Mexico. I am sorry about J.J.”

      “Thanks, but he’s not actually dead. I gave the eulogy at his funeral, not realizing that Arturo Flores had orchestrated the entire event for show. He used my brother to get to you . . . inserted him into Zavala’s organization to get intel. Which is what led us here.”

      His eyebrows shoot up and he laughs. “César Zavala was always a nosy motherfucker. He must have spent years gathering intel, if you had enough to get to me.”

      “It would’ve happened sooner if we’d known all we needed was a pretty young woman with your sensibilities.”

      He smirks. “Don’t sell yourself short, Marco. You sold it too. We’ve all learned something about ourselves during this ordeal. But I have one question: What happened to the man you kidnapped at the border?”

      The captain reaches for a pad of paper and scribbles on a sheet, then tears it off. He hands the page to Amador. “He’s safe at our camp in Belize. I think we should let him tell that story, though. Here’s the number to call when you’re ready.”

      The captain evidently had time to give Alpha team the go signal before we arrived, and it looks like he had a few minutes to contact base too. Not surprising, since he is technically in charge of this mission, even if he wasn’t supposed to be in the field. Securing Amador is the obvious first step to making sure we can get to Sadie as quickly as possible, otherwise we’d have wound up with a war on our hands, leaving her drifting in the wind without help.

      Amador stares at the number scrawled on the paper, then opens his laptop, turning the screen to face the captain. His voice quavers, but the hint of steely determination is unmistakable. “I want everyone here when I talk to him. You need to know there are no secrets now. Not if we’re going to do this right.”

      “Fair enough,” the captain says. “I’ll video conference directly with our man at base, then.”

      He opens a command prompt, then keys in an address from memory. A moment later, a screen opens, displaying our dark web chat program within the window for a private network. From there he clicks a call button, and within seconds, Garcia’s face appears in the middle of the screen.

      “Captain. What can I do for you? How’d things play out up there?”

      “Mission came off without a hitch. Amador’s compound is secure. Thanks for your help, Sergeant Garcia.”

      “No problem. Any update on the commander’s location? We’re still trying to track down Delgado. Best intel we have is a sighting at a private airstrip in the Yucatan. No flight plan was filed, but that’s nothing new.”

      “Good work. Follow up on that and report back anything you learn. Right now, I’m actually calling for Longo. There’s someone here who wants to talk to him.”

      Garcia glances at Amador who’s hovering impatiently at the captain’s shoulder. He nods, then turns and calls over his shoulder. “Hey, is Longo around?”

      “Who is Longo?” Amador asks. Before any of us have a chance to answer, Chris enters the frame, and Amador’s expression darkens.

      “What is this?” Amador asks, gaze darting between each of us, then landing on Chris again.

      “Hey, boss,” Chris says with a chagrined look. “You probably want to sit down for this.”

      Amador’s nostrils flare and his jaw tics, but he pulls out a chair next to the captain and sits. The captain angles the laptop toward him. Jake and I move to stand behind them to witness the impending shitshow.

      “You’re in league with them?” Amador asks.

      “Not exactly—I wasn’t officially part of this op. As far as the DEA knows, I’m dead.”

      Amador’s face reddens and he bares his teeth, leaning closer to the screen. His rage is barely contained when he grits out, “Who the fuck are you?”

      “My name is Chris Longo. Cal Logan is an alias I used during an undercover op in Colombia seven years ago. We  . . . that is, the DEA . . . learned of a possible way into your network via one of your suppliers. Remember how I joined you? You thought I worked for the supplier, and that I was deliberately altering the weights of the packages so you would get less than you paid for.”

      “I nearly killed you,” Amador says, still grim-faced. He narrows his eyes. “I see now that I should have killed you.”

      “Hey now,” Chris says, spreading his hands and grinning playfully. “We had a good thing, didn’t we? And I haven’t done anything since that would directly harm your business. I lost contact with my handler. They thought I was dead when I disappeared without a trace. Men who cross you tend to go missing, after all. Never to be seen again, unless some hapless idiot stumbles across their bones in the desert five years later. Don’t forget, I know all your secrets by now.”

      Amador frowns. “You aren’t responsible for this . . . infiltration?” He glances at the captain, then at the screen, and finally at me and Jake.

      “I had an inkling it was coming, but no firsthand details. When they took me, they thought I was just a lackey they could press for intel. It was my out, though. My first chance to actually make use of what I’ve learned about you all these years. Trust me, it wasn’t a guilt-free proposition to betray you. But it was my mission, and I take my job seriously. I also really want to go home. I . . .” He pauses and clears his throat as he stares off into the distance for a second, brow creased. “I think you of all people should understand when I say I left someone behind and it’s past time I got back to her. That is, if she hasn’t moved on.”

      Amador lets a breath out through his nose, his rage dissipating as if a valve was just released. If it wasn’t clear before what a romantic sucker he is, it is now.

      “I always thought you were too good for me,” Amador says, his voice distant as he glances up at the portrait of Lola Prieto. “I wish you had confided in me. I understand why you didn’t . . .” He exhales a bitter laugh, then sighs and shrugs. “This is it for me, isn’t it? Between you, Gustavo, and now Ana, I’ve been bled dry. I have nothing left but to surrender.”

      “Listen,” Chris says, leaning in close again. “You can trust these men to be honest with you from here on out. Now that everything’s on the table, there will be no more secrets. I can at least promise you that. You still have one big fucking card to play here. If you don’t want to, I get it. You could just give up, let the DEA and the Mexican government seize everything. Delgado won’t get a fucking thing if that happens. But we’re offering you one last Hail Mary to redeem yourself. You’ll still lose everything, but you can take that bastard down with you.”

      When the call ends, Amador sits in silence, staring at the blank screen. Without a word, he stands and stalks away. A moment later, the door to his office slams shut. A primal curse rings out, shaking the walls, followed by a crash, then the sound of breaking glass. The din continues for several minutes.

      “I’ll go guard the back in case he decides to run,” Jake says.

      “He won’t get far,” the captain says. “I’ve ordered our men to stand by outside the walls with whoever the Federales left behind to pick up stragglers.” He glances between us. “You both have a connection with him. You should both go.”

      “I don’t think seeing the faces of two men who slept with him, then betrayed him is likely to help. I was thinking I’d just guard from the shadows, stay out of his way,” Jake says.

      “Get in his way. If the feelings were ever mutual, use that to help him come around.”

      Jake and I share a glance, and I nod. “We’ll see what we can do.”

      We head out to the patio, circling around to the French doors that lead out of Amador’s office. Jake takes one side and I take the other, peeking through the wooden slats of the hurricane shutters into the office.

      Amador’s sitting on the floor amid the detritus, back against one wall. He has a bottle in one hand and takes a long swig. He’s talking, but I can’t make out the words. All I can see is that he looks like he’s talking to someone.

      I glance around the room, wondering if Camila somehow eluded capture and came in, but his door is solidly shut. Then I realize he’s talking to the painting of Celeste hanging on his wall.

      I gesture to Jake, making a silent hand motion to keep an eye on our target. He nods and I leave, a strategy brewing in my head.

      “I know what we need to do to get him in line,” I say to the captain when I enter the dining room again. “Get Flores on and make sure Celeste is with him. We need to get the two of them down here.”
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      “You’re a legend in my circles,” Jovan says. “And not easy to identify.” He accepts a glass of champagne from the sole flight attendant, a man who looks like he could snap Jovan like a twig.

      He sips his drink leisurely while Delgado does the same, both of them watching me with a kind of psychotic glee at having the upper hand for once.

      “You never would’ve gotten past me if I’d still been there,” Delgado says.

      “This is good, though. She did something the two of us could never have done. She not only undermined his entire foundation by getting to him, she also gave us the ammunition we need to destroy him. Our men assure me that Amador is utterly smitten with you. Once we make our demands, it’ll only be a matter of time before he caves and gives us everything.”

      I jerk at the ropes binding me to my seat and growl through the gag. Jovan tilts his head like he’s trying to understand me.

      “What’s that? I can’t hear you.”

      I glare at them, wishing I could wipe that idiotic smirk off Delgado’s face.

      “I admit I’d never heard of her before today,” Delgado says. “Sounds like you two have history.”

      Jovan nods. “I didn’t recognize her in the Caymans, but it just goes to show how good she is at her job. When she turned around and sold her goods to Amador, I started digging. It wasn’t easy, but she and her father were spotted in Belize about a year ago and hadn’t been seen since. The pair of them are such thorns in the side of European organized crime syndicates that we noticed when they stopped bothering us. How does it feel to be the one needing saving now, Rocket?”

      The asshole is just baiting me and laughs when I glare in response. The next hour in the air, I’m stuck listening to him recount the stories of how Dad and I got in the way of some of his rivals by rescuing kidnapped young women intended for sex trafficking. He deliberately leaves out any of the many times we interfered with Corluka’s business. On one hand, it’s gratifying to know we have a reputation, but on the other  . . . well, we’ve evidently been burned, assuming Jovan decides to make public what he dug up. I have no doubt he’ll at least get paid for the intel before he gives it up, but I have to assume if I get out of this shitshow alive, I’ll have a price on my head, and so will Dad.

      We land at midday in the middle of an empty field with a small mountain range in the distance. A trio of SUVs wait, and the big man who tied me into the plane hauls me into one, strapping me in. They left me with my hands bound behind my back again, so I’m forced to continue sitting at an uncomfortable angle. At this point, I’m hoping they’ll just lock me in a room alone, if only to give them a reason to unbind me for five minutes.

      It’s another twenty-minute drive, but at least now I can look out a window. Judging from the landscape, the buildings, and people visible, we’re somewhere outside Mexico City. The passersby shoot wary looks at the sleek SUVs rolling through.

      We arrive at the base of a hillside and an ornate iron gate that opens automatically. Then we drive another ten minutes along a winding road that climbs to the peak. Every few minutes, I catch a glimpse of the building nestled among the scrubby trees above.

      Where Amador’s compound had the architectural sensibilities of Mediterranean grace, this building is distinctly more gothic in feel, built entirely out of dark brown stone, left bare rather than covered in pale stucco. It’s just as beautiful in its own way, though when we get close, there’s distinct evidence of damage to some of the walls, and as we pull around the circular driveway, it’s clear that one entire wing of the place has been demolished. I can only imagine how, but my money’s on a bomb not unlike the ones Marco disarmed the other night.

      I eye the rubble, then narrow my eyes at Delgado. He gives me a cold smile.

      They mostly let me walk with the big guy half-lifting, half-propelling me forward on the way into the house. It’s been a couple months since Delgado took the place from Zavala, but the scent of gunsmoke and explosives still lingers in the air. A small contingent of workmen seem to be clearing the rubble, and others are starting to rebuild the sections already cleared.

      Enormous stone steps lead up to a heavy, carved set of wooden double doors. The place is immense, clearly meant for royalty—or a man who thinks of himself as king—and judging from the way the place is situated overlooking the entire city, I have no doubt its original owner believed he was exactly that.

      “Take her to her room,” Delgado commands, and my guard responds with a grunt, hauling me toward the wide staircase just inside the entrance.

      My room is the cell I regret wishing for. It’s an empty room with bars on the windows, exposed rafters, and a bare twin mattress on the floor. My guard pushes me in and closes the door behind him, then unceremoniously cuts the zip tie holding my wrists with a knife.

      I barely have time to stretch and remove my gag before Delgado arrives with three more men who instantly restrain me. Then he approaches with a syringe, and I flip the fuck out.

      “No! Whatever the fuck that is, get it the hell away from me! I’m cooperating!”

      “Corluka says you’re too big a risk not to sedate. It’ll be easier this way.”

      I manage to get an arm free and twist, kneeing the guy behind me in the groin as I swing a kick at Gustavo’s gut. He jumps back, and I miss.

      “Hold her down!”

      Two more men step in. One grabs hold of my hair, yanking my head back, while the others reclaim my limbs. They push me facedown on the mattress, and someone’s knee digs into my low back hard. The next thing I feel is my dress being yanked up and my panties pulled down, Gustavo has the gall to smack my bare ass cheek once, but thanks to the sting, I barely feel the sharp stick of the hypodermic needle jabbing into me.

      He backs up then, and the others hold me for a second longer before jumping away. I lash out the second I can, determined to inflict pain on someone for this. But my vision is already going hazy and the world starts to tilt.

      “Fuck you, asshole!” I slur a second before the mattress comes up to meet my face.

      I fight it—you’d better believe I fight it—but consciousness is only a passing idea for who-knows-how-long. Each time I open my eyes, the light has changed. Sometimes I’m aware of someone standing over me. Once I feel a hand on my bare thigh before a voice barks a warning. I’m dimly aware of how vulnerable I am, and I fucking hate it, but I can only fight with weak wriggles and half-hearted slaps the next time someone enters.

      “Strip her,” Delgado commands. “Then string her up.”

      He rolls me over, and I feel another jab in my ass cheek—a fresh dose of whatever barbiturate they gave me. Then I’m lifted, my dress pulled over my head and my panties pulled down. My wrists are bound again, this time with rope. I hear the clink of a chain being dragged over wood, then my arms are raised above my head.

      I blink through swimming vision, aware that both Delgado and Jovan Corluka are looking on with disdainful interest. Only Delgado’s gaze rakes over me with a little more than that. I try to speak, but my tongue feels like it’s made of cotton, so all that comes out is a whimper when I struggle. The sound provokes a flash of obvious desire in his eyes, and I go still again. This fucker wants me afraid and fighting, but not so much that I can actually win.

      Once I’m hanging from the rafters, he moves in, his face at eye-level and my toes barely brushing the floor. He grabs my jaw and brushes a knuckle over one bare nipple, sneering when I flinch.

      “Be a good girl and look afraid, chipmunk. You’ll be on camera in a few, and we want you to sell it for Amador to give us what we want.”

      I summon just enough saliva to spit in his face. He grimaces and wipes it off, then lifts his hand and swings at my face. The open-handed smack snaps my head back, pain lancing through my face when something harder than flesh connects with my cheek.

      Fucking fuck! I shake my head to clear it and stare wild-eyed at his hand. Fucking brass knuckles. The motherfucker just smacked me with brass knuckles.

      Coppery blood hits my tongue from the reopened split in my lip. My entire head throbs. But once that blast of pain fades, it leaves behind a window of mental clarity, the dull haze of the drug fading to the background.

      “Fine, if you won’t cooperate, I’ll have to add a few more bruises to drive the point home.”

      He swings again, this time aiming at my gut. When his metal-adorned fist connects, I grunt, the force causing my body to rotate on the chain I’m hanging from. I want to puke, but hold it down.

      I’ve had worse, so I just grin at him, holding onto the thread of crystal-clear awareness the pain has given me.

      “You want to rape me, don’t you, asshole? The way you did her. I can see it in your eyes. What’s stopping you?”

      He bares his teeth, gaze dropping to my hips, then darts a glance back at Jovan, who stands watching the proceedings.

      “Your filthy chocha isn’t on the agenda. Not after what I heard you did with it—fucking three men at the same time.” It’s his turn to spit at me. “Puta.”

      “Funny, I sort of assumed that’s why you wanted Lola so much when you took her. She already had two and you wanted to be the third. Well, I hate to disappoint you, but this pussy only seats three.”

      His nostrils flare and he clenches both fists. I expect another punch, but Jovan steps in, moving forward to rest a hand on Delgado’s shoulder.

      “We should get a move on. No sense wasting time entertaining her petty taunts.”

      Delgado glares at me, but nods and heads to the door. He barks a command to someone outside, then returns. A moment later, a man enters with a tripod and affixes a tablet to the top.

      “Estamos listos,” he says. “Dialing Amador now.”

      Delgado remains beside me as the call goes through. After two rings, Amador picks up, his face appearing on the screen.

      He looks relieved when he sets eyes on me, and I’m not sure what to make of that. Does it mean my cover’s intact with him? But even if it is, it won’t be for long. His expression turns hard when he sees Delgado.

      “You were like a son to me. A brother, even,” Amador says. “Yet you betray me over and over. I was a fool to trust you for so long, but no more. What do you want to let her go?”

      “You already know my terms. Meet them now, or you get to watch me do to her what I did to your precious Lola.”

      “Don’t fucking do it,” I snap, slipping easily back into my Ana persona, the accent feeling like sliding on silk stockings, even if they’re ripped now.

      Amador’s expression softens. “It’s okay, Ana. I know what I’m doing. I will do whatever is necessary to make sure you’re safe. I ordered the flowers you like and have them arranged by the statues of the saints in the bedroom. You can see them when I get you back.”

      “Except your home will belong to me, old man, or have you forgotten?” Gustavo says. “Now are you ready to make this happen, or do I get to destroy this little whore in front of you?”

      I bite my tongue to hold back a laugh of triumph. It’s a mixed blessing, though, because if Amador’s signal was real, it means he does know the truth. We never had a conversation about my favorite flower, and I don’t remember any statues of saints in his bedroom. There’s a single folk art rendering of Our Lady of Guadalupe hanging on his wall, but that’s it.

      Saints and flowers. Plural. Saint means Marco, I can guess that much, but does the mention of flowers really mean he called Arturo Flores? Arturo has a daughter, and Marco has three brothers, all of whom have been tangled up with Delgado in some fashion.

      Fuck, I wish I knew what they were planning.

      I’m almost too ecstatic to register the rest of the conversation as the two of them make arrangements. When the call ends, Gustavo turns back to me, a shit-eating grin on his face.

      “That pendejo doesn’t know you’re an imposter. When this is done, he won’t even have the fucking girl to comfort him at night wherever he winds up. Chances are he’ll kill you when we tell him, but we can wait until the right time for that.”

      I keep mum, deciding it’s better to avoid provoking him any more than necessary at this stage. All I need to do is wait and hope somehow Amador or the guys manage to give me another signal.

      “Take her down,” Gustavo orders.

      The men lower me back to the floor and toss me onto the mattress after untying me. They leave me lying naked in the dark room. The drugs are taking effect again, and it takes all my concentration just to find my clothes and put them back on.

      This time, I let myself sleep.

      I’m not sure what finally rouses me, or how long I’ve been unconscious, but I come awake in the dead of night, moonlight filtering in past the bars on the window.

      A sound hits my ears a moment later, soft and distant, but a clear percussive pop. Gunfire. Far away, but distinct.

      I scramble up, swaying from the way the room tilts until my head clears, then I creep to the window to peer out. I hear it again a moment later. Closer now. Multiple pops.

      There’s yelling just beneath the window, followed by an engine revving. Next I see headlights round the front drive, then disappear, the taillights of a truck loaded with armed men blurring into the distance. Someone’s breached the gate, and Delgado is sending men out to defend it.

      The door crashes open behind me, and I spin. A silhouette fills the gap. For a split-second, my heart leaps. Is it Marco?

      But his shape is all wrong. Too small. Too mean.

      “You’re coming with me, puta,” Delgado snaps.

      “It’s too fucking late for you, asshole. You have no idea who you pissed off when you took me, but you just kicked a fucking hornets’ nest, and those hornets have some very mean friends.”

      He steps farther into the room and more light makes it in from outside, enough for me to see the gun he has pointed at me. I eye him warily, calculating my escape. I’m fast and small, and he’s alone for once.

      I wait for him to get close. The second he reaches for me, I move, grab his wrist, and spin, shoving my hips back against him and launching him over my head. He hits the ground with a thud, the air whooshing from his lungs. I grab the gun and aim it at his head.

      I should fucking pull the trigger, but I hesitate, because the honor of ending this bastard’s life doesn’t belong to me.

      It’s the only opening he needs.

      With a roar, he rolls and reaches for my ankles. I don’t move fast enough and lose my balance, falling on my ass.

      I aim the gun again and get off a shot this time, but it goes wide when he smacks my hand. He grapples my legs and I twist and kick, finally managing to make contact with my heel to his face. He falters enough for me to get free.

      This time I bolt, slamming the bedroom door shut behind me and sprinting down the hall and the stairs. One of his men is ascending, and I don’t hesitate this time, aiming and firing straight at the center of his torso. He topples over the bannister, and I keep going, determined to get as far away from this fucking place as possible.

      The front door is in sight when Delgado’s voice echoes from behind me. “You won’t fucking get away, bitch! My men are everywhere!”

      Just as I reach the front, the doors open, revealing half a dozen armed men. I skid to a halt, then pivot, searching for the nearest avenue of escape. A corridor leads back into the house past the stairs, and I sprint down it, aiming for the open door at the end that I fucking hope isn’t a goddamn closet.

      It’s a kitchen, thank fuck, but two more men appear. I fire at one, then rush the other, grab hold of the edge of the steel counter for leverage, and swing my legs around, kicking out at the second man. One foot lands against his sternum while the other smashes into his face. He goes down. I drop and crouch, then grab the automatic rifle he was carrying.

      The other man gets off a round of shots before Delgado yells, “I want her alive, you idiot! Get her!”

      I run at a crouch between the counter and stove toward the exit on the opposite side, then spin and run backwards, squeezing the trigger and sending a spray of bullets across the room, emptying the cartridge. Both men have to duck to avoid being hit, and it gives me my opening.

      I toss the gun aside, then push through the door and spin, kicking it shut behind me. I grab a nearby metal shelf and haul it over. Dry goods topple onto the floor, but the shelf blocks the door. It’ll slow them temporarily.

      I’m in a walk-through pantry. To one side is the large metal door of a walk-in freezer, but the way out is ahead—a door with a window that faces the night. I dart to it and find it unlocked, run through, and shut it against the raging man chasing me.

      The gravel path at the bottom of the steps leads through a kitchen garden overgrown with weeds. In another life, it might have been beautiful, perched up on this hill with a view of the city. But now it’s just dark and sinister.

      The stones bite into my bare feet, but I keep running. A wall looms, but there must be a way through somewhere.

      I cut down a side path, brambles scratching at my legs. More gunfire pierces the air in loud volleys. I recalibrate, heading toward the sound, heedless of the weeds and only half-aware of the aromatic herbs I’m trampling.

      One of Delgado’s men darts into my path. I charge him headlong with a yell. He raises both arms as if to grab me, but I duck and pivot, nailing him in the side with a hard jab before sweeping his legs out from under him. I leave him sprawled on the ground, and sprint away.

      I finally catch sight of an ornate wrought iron gate that leads to the front of the property. The sounds of the skirmish are just beyond.

      I clamp my fingers around the cold metal, triumph surging through me, only for it to be dashed when the gate refuses to budge. I let out a yell and shake it, then hunt for a latch. All I see is an enormous old iron lock, something I could easily pick if I had the tools, but it’s too goddamn sturdy to let me pass otherwise.

      A mirthless chuckle sounds from behind me. “Nowhere left to go, chica,” Delgado says. “My men say it’s just a handful of mercs, nothing they can’t handle. They have orders to capture rather than kill. If you want any of your compadres to live, you’ll surrender to me now.”

      “The fuck I will,” I snap, pressing my back against the cold gate as he closes in. Goddamn, why did I throw that rifle away? Even without ammo, I could’ve done damage with it. My reach is for shit, but I can use just about anything as a weapon, given the need.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I spy a collection of garden tools propped against the wall.

      “Don’t force me to pull the trigger,” he says, catching onto my scheme. I just need one fucking opening, but I stop edging toward the tools anyway, eyes darting around the expanse of weed-infested beds for an alternative. A shadow moves in the distance, and I inwardly curse. I don’t need to deal with two men. This one is fucking enough.

      The new arrival jogs down the path, then stops when he sees Delgado aiming his gun at me. It’s too fucking dark to identify him, but Delgado isn’t taking his eyes off me.

      “Flank her,” he says to the man. “We can take her together. As long as she’s alive, we can use her to finish this.”

      The figure approaches at a slow walk from behind Delgado, footsteps crunching along the path. He isn’t coming for me, though. Instead he stops half a pace behind Delgado and raises a gun, aiming at his head. He cocks it.

      “I’m thinking this is already finished, you son of a bitch.”
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      I have Delgado dead to rights at the end of the muzzle. He freezes and raises his arms. Sadie’s eyes go wide and her face splits into an elated grin. Then her expression shifts into a wicked sneer as she stalks close. She grabs Delgado’s gun, and in a swift, full-body movement, slams the butt against his temple.

      He’s barely fallen before she launches over his unconscious body and wraps both arms and legs around me like a crazed monkey.

      “Fucking took you long enough!” she says through the sloppy kisses she peppers over my face.

      “We had to do it right. Get everyone on board before we moved. It took some work, trust me.”

      “Amador . . . He knows, doesn’t he?” she asks, pulling back to look at me, brows creased. “How’d he take it?”

      “Not well, as you can guess. But I think this will make him feel more forgiving. Let’s secure this bastard and I’ll tell you the whole story.”

      She slides down my body to the ground, and I take the opportunity to get as good a look at her as I can in the dim light. She looks bruised and dirty, her feet are bare, and the dress she was captured in is a bedraggled mess. But she’s whole, and just as fierce and energetic as ever, though her hands shake when she rolls Delgado onto his belly and reaches out for the zip ties I hold in one hand.

      I hand them to her, letting her have the satisfaction of tying the motherfucker up. She doesn’t stop with his hands though, and proceeds to find a length of twine nearby and hog-tie him in the middle of the path. He groans and squirms under her knee, and she grabs him by the hair, lifting his head and leaning close.

      “You are so fucking done. I can’t wait to see what Amador does to you when we hand you over.”

      When Sadie stands, I lead her to a bench by the path and haul her into my arms, giving her another kiss. I just hold her tight, breathing her in for several moments, thanking every deity in existence that she’s still alive. Outside the garden walls the sounds of fighting gradually fade and I know our small army have prevailed, but I’m not ready to rejoin them just yet.

      After a moment, Sadie prods me for details and I tell her everything that transpired over the past forty-eight hours since we discovered she’d been taken.

      “He agreed to everything once we called Arturo and Celeste,” I finish. “And the rest is history. Too many people wanted this asshole to pay.” I nudge Delgado who just sneers at me.

      “Let’s head in before they think we’re dead,” I say, then bend down and haul Delgado to his feet.

      “This is a mistake,” he spits. “I have allies who won’t like you fucking with my business. You don’t want to mess with Corluka.”

      “You mean that chicken-shit Jovan, who we saw driving out of here like his ass was on fire when we breached the front door? He didn’t make it far. I imagine you’ll get one more chance to commiserate before we feed you to the wolves.”

      “You’re safer just killing me now, pendejo,” he says. “Because when I get free, I’m coming for you and your whole family, and this time, I won’t fucking stop until I wipe you off the face of the Earth!”

      I laugh and shove him ahead of me while Sadie walks at my side, gun jabbed into his back. “Sounds like wishful thinking. Because I think you have some inkling what’s in store for you. There are two very pissed-off men inside who have a couple decades of pent-up rage to take out on you. I’d watch them tear you to pieces, but I’m pretty sure I don’t want to deal with the nightmares.”

      Delgado digs his heels in and jerks his head around. “What the fuck do you mean two?”

      Sadie jabs the gun into his back harder. “Why, did you want all the men you pissed off over the years to come take their pound of flesh? Or weren’t you paying attention when you made that little call to Amador?” To me, she says, “That was his message, right? Flowers and saints? Flores is here, isn’t he?”

      “Yep. When we figured out how desperate Amador was to connect with Celeste, we decided making the call was the only way to get him to cooperate. He’s giving up everything to get to Delgado.”

      “And the saints part?” she asks. “Exactly how many are we talking?”

      I chuckle. “All of us. Mad and Mason are inside, along with the Quins. Sam’s with Elle and Toni at a hotel, waiting for news. When we called Flores, it was only a matter of time before everyone found out. Drake Stavros was more than happy to fly everyone down on short notice.”

      “Damn,” she says. “Must be nice having a billionaire in your family. Remind me to thank the man when we see him.”

      “Trust me, he’s getting a lot of that from all of us.”

      Delgado makes an effort to resist, but eventually surrenders and trudges ahead. Inside, the house is littered with bodies, most of which were Delgado’s or Corluka’s men.

      Once Flores and Amador were face to face, it was only a matter of time before they’d put together an army between them. The plane Drake loaned Flores wasn’t a private jet, but a cargo plane big enough to hold an entire platoon’s worth of LA gangbangers more than happy to earn favor with the man who owns their streets. But they weren’t the only ones joining him—the captain put the word out too, and any current or ex-SEAL who happened to be in the vicinity of Coronado answered the call as well.

      Even more met us on the ground in Mexico City. Chris Longo had to do some damage control with the DEA to explain why our team had gone rogue, but eventually got the higher ups to approve an entire team of local agents—with the sanction of the local government—to come to our aid. They might not have done it if they hadn’t had the numbers, but Flores and Amador tipped the scales.

      We reach what is effectively a ballroom, with bloodstained wood floors and vaulted ceilings. At one end is an enormous desk and a chair the size of a throne. Mason stands in front of it, arms crossed, and turns when we enter.

      “Would you believe Zavala used this room as his office?” he says before recognizing who we have in custody. He drops his hands to his sides and clenches his fists, stalking toward us.

      “Gustavo fucking Delgado. Looks like your time has come.”

      “Where are they?” I ask.

      “Already got started with the other one,” he says, pointing at an anteroom through a doorway behind the desk. As if on cue, a bloodcurdling howl fills the air.

      I don’t really want to enter. I’ve seen some horrific shit in my life, but I have an idea what prompted that scream, and it isn’t something I’m keen to witness. But at the same time, I’m more than eager to get a look at Delgado’s face when he gets a load of what’s in store for him. Nothing is too heinous for this motherfucker, or the man who is currently getting his.

      “No,” Delgado says, planting his feet hard this time. “Don’t fucking make me go in there. Just put a bullet in my head right now. Please!”

      Maddox and the Quiñones twins stroll up, along with Leo Reyes. Jake appears from the other side. Six men now form a gauntlet of a path as I shove Delgado forward. He pushes back with every step, tries to spin, but Sadie has a vise-like grip on his elbow, forcing him forward.

      Another deafening scream fills the air when we pass through into the next room. It was once a quaint sitting room, but a pair of chains now dangle from the rafters. Jovan Corluka hangs from one of them, blood dripping down his body, his face ashen.

      Side by side, Vicente Amador and Arturo Flores stand shirtless, their bronze chests flecked with red, their hands coated in blood. Both are all-business and work silently, in perfect sync. They pause when we enter and come around to meet us.

      “We’re ready for him,” Arturo says, gesturing to the second chain and tossing us a rope. Sadie wraps it around Delgado’s wrists, and together we shove him into place, hooking the lowered chain through the loops. Arturo hits the switch on a winch, and the chain lifts Delgado.

      Jovan’s naked body swings in a slow circle, and when his back appears, I have the misfortune of getting a good look at what Flores and Amador have been up to. He’s been sliced across the shoulders, his skin peeled down inch by inch. Half of it now hangs loose from the middle of his back, one large swath still intact, but the rest still left to go.

      “Fuck me,” Sadie murmurs, taking an involuntary step back.

      Amador says something under his breath to Arturo, who nods. Then he approaches, wiping his bloody hands on a towel as he gestures toward the door.

      “You don’t need to see this,” he says.

      Gone is the passionate, yet affectionate deviant who seemed so desperate for human contact. His expression is cold and ruthless when he looks back at the two victims, who are destined for a long and agonizing night. But when we exit and he closes the door behind him, he turns back to us, a regretful frown on his face.

      “None of this went how I hoped, I have to say,” he says, looking between us. “Are you hurt?” He lifts a hand to reach for Sadie’s chin, but pauses when she flinches, at which point he registers the remnants of gore still coating his skin. He sighs and gives us both a wan smile. “I need you to know I don’t regret anything, nor will I hold a grudge. You’ve given me something I never thought I’d reclaim. That’s worth every penny of my fortune.”

      Sadie steps close, surprising both me and Amador as she leans up and presses a kiss to his lips. “No regrets here, either. It’s probably not ideal, but I hope you can find some way to be happy after it’s all over.”

      He tilts his head, and we both turn as he directs an affectionate look at Celeste Flores where she’s taken up a post at Zavala’s old desk. She holds her phone to one ear and directs commands at my brothers and the other men close to the family. Jake’s right there, eagerly taking orders. He passes by us with stars in his eyes.

      “Your daughter is a goddess. No wonder you were holding out for her.”

      “She is every ounce her mother’s daughter,” Amador says. “Have you met her yet?” he asks Sadie. “Let me introduce you before I get back to work.”

      We head across the room, and he turns to me, asking, “How is our perimeter holding? Are there any issues?”

      “Corluka called in a few men to try to help, but there weren’t enough. Our forces neutralized them without issue.”

      He nods. “It’s a matter of time before word gets back to Jovan’s brother. We need to be on alert. Ideally, we’ll all be long gone before he gets a chance to mobilize.”

      We reach the desk, and Celeste sees us and rises, holding a finger up. Into the phone, she says, “Sweetie, trust me, you don’t want to see what they’re about to do to him. Just know he’s going to suffer. He’s getting what he deserves.” She pauses and frowns, then hands her phone to Amador. “My sister wants to talk to you. You remember Toni, right?” She lifts one eyebrow and gives him a wry smile.

      Amador holds his blood-caked hands up and shrugs. Celeste sighs, then taps the screen. “Honey, you’re on speaker. Vicente’s here, along with a few others. Friends.”

      From the phone’s speaker, a strident female voice says, “I want to look that motherfucker in the eyes when he draws his last breath. Even better if you let me pull the trigger to end him. You owe me that much after kidnapping me, Amador.”

      “It would be my pleasure, mija. You have time, though. We just captured him. We have another man to finish with before we start on him. Give us an hour. The road in should be clear by then.”

      Toni’s voice cracks when she says, “Thank you,” then the call ends.

      Celeste frowns at Amador, hands on her hips. “You were supposed to talk her out of coming.”

      “Why? He wronged her as surely as he wronged Arturo and myself—and you, I might add. And her trauma is far more recent. If this helps her get closure, don’t you think it’s worth it?”

      Celeste sighs, then redirects her attention to me. “Hi, Marco. And this must be Sadie.” She looks at Sadie, smiling, and immediately rounds the desk. “They were right, you do look a little like her. We could be sisters.”

      She opens her arms and envelopes Sadie in a tight hug. Sadie laughs. “I mean, I guess? But that would be weird, considering you’re with Marco’s brother.”

      “Psh,” Celeste says, waving a hand. “We’re all family.”

      Sadie’s cheeks redden and she bites her lip. “Right, silly me. I forgot the Santos brothers are into women like us, related or not.”

      “They’re some of the smartest men I know,” Celeste says with a wink.” She gives Sadie a once-over. “I saw a room upstairs with women’s things in it. One without bars on the windows. You can get cleaned up and change, if you want.”

      “I’d give anything for a pair of jeans, believe me,” Sadie says. She turns and gives me a peck on the cheek before letting Celeste lead her out of the room.

      Amador watches them go and heaves a sigh, then looks at me. “Better than I dared hope. And I have you to thank.”

      I shrug. “You could’ve called them yourself. You own a phone.”

      He grimaces. “The bad blood ran too deep. It took learning of Gustavo’s betrayal—that he was responsible for Lola’s death—to even begin to clear the air. And we are both proud men. Neither of us were willing to make the first overture toward repairing the rift between us. Thank you for calling her and explaining everything. It was the loss of a woman that broke us. It took one just as strong to bring us back together.”

      He stares after the pair, then looks at me with a smile. “Of course, I can’t discount the actions of yet another strong woman to help remind me what matters. Hold onto her.”

      “I plan to,” I say.

      He nods, then turns. “I should get back to work. Arturo is likely to have all the fun if I don’t hurry.” His grin turns vicious as he heads back to the anteroom. Jovan’s screams carry out when he opens the door, loud enough to make my hair stand on end.
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      My brother Sam arrives with Toni an hour later. We’ve managed to clear the bodies from the property, and Arturo’s cleaner has a team of men working on disposing of them. They discover an incinerator half a mile into the sparse woods behind the house and haul the corpses there. Zavala had been in this business long enough that he had contingencies for things like murder happening on his property.

      There are two more murders in the works, and it makes me itch to avoid remaining in the building where I can hear the agonized screams. Jovan stopped making noise half an hour ago, though I don’t want to know whether he’s dead or just unconscious.

      I greet my brother and his girlfriend out in front of the house with hugs. Sam’s jaw is set, and he darts a worried look at Toni, whose haunted look betrays how on edge she is. She scratches at her arms like she needs a fix, her eyes darting through the door, then at me.

      “You sure you want to do this?” I ask. “Trust me, it’s a fucking horror show, what they’re doing to them.”

      She meets my gaze. “I saw Amador’s art collection. Trust me when I say I don’t believe it’s enough for what that bastard did.”

      A big clock somewhere in the house chimes the hour. It’s five a.m., just past dawn, and none of us have slept for the past twenty-four hours, some even longer. But I expect it’ll be a while yet before any of us rest.

      Amador and Arturo both emerge from the room. They must have access to a bathroom, because they’ve cleaned up a bit more than I expected and wear clean shirts. I realize when Amador closes the distance to Toni and pulls her into a hug that they’ve waited for her before getting to work on Gustavo.

      “Have you been in there?” Sam asks under his breath when the two butchers greet his damaged girlfriend.

      I nod. “You should stay with her, but I don’t wish that image on anyone.”

      He gives me a sharp look. “Brother, I thrive on horror. You know this. I’ll do it for her, but if I’m lucky, it’ll speak to my muse too.” He pulls up the hem of his shirt, showing me a detailed tattoo on one side of his ribcage. It depicts an orgy of death with a beast-like alien creature ripping bodies to pieces. Fuck, my baby brother has gone to the dark side since I left home.

      A pair of gangbangers arrive and enter the room at Arturo’s command. A moment later, they emerge with a corpse wrapped in what looks like one of the draperies that once covered the windows in this hall.

      Then Arturo gestures for us to enter.

      A blood-splattered drop cloth lays beneath the remaining man still hanging from the rafters. Gustavo’s face is drawn and tear-streaked, remnants of dried snot clinging to his upper lip, and he smells like fresh piss. He’s naked, every inch of his tattooed body on display. The ink he carries is nothing close to the caliber of the Yakuza boss Amador saw fit to hang on his wall, but it’s plentiful and elaborate, covering his entire back, the upper part of his chest, and both arms to the wrists. He has a few scattered over his legs, along with a piercing through his uncircumcised cock, which is also adorned just beneath the tip with a tattoo that resembles Jesus’ crown of thorns.

      Toni is silent at first, just staring at the bloody scene. Gustavo’s rotating body slowly turns to face us, and his eyelids flutter open halfway. He sees her and his lips stretch into a mirthless smile.

      “Of course you’re here. Why did I expect anything less of you?”

      She doesn’t give him the satisfaction of an answer, just steps close and clears her throat, then lobs a bolus of phlegm that lands squarely on his cheek.

      She nods at Arturo and Amador. “I’m ready to watch you take him apart.”

      Sam finds one of the cushy armchairs and carries it closer, setting it a couple yards from the scene. Then he sits and urges Toni onto his lap. She gives him a grateful look and kisses him as she settles.

      I wait a few moments, realizing I’m actually kind of into watching after all, now that it’s this bastard getting literally torn to shreds. I feel a hand slip into mine and glance down to see Sadie looking on, freshly showered and in jeans and a T-shirt. The jeans hug her hips, but are rolled up at the cuffs, clearly too long for her petite frame.

      “You want popcorn?” Jake says from behind her. “Because I’m happy to make popcorn. You know what, never mind. I’m just going to go do it.”

      Maddox chuckles as he watches Jake depart. “He reminds me of Zag, in a lot of ways. Fucking joker.”

      Then my brother narrows his eyes at me, and I realize I just got caught staring at Jake’s ass.

      “Something you need to share with me, Marco?” he asks under his breath.

      “It’s not what you think,” I say.

      Beside me, Sadie coughs into her hand, “Bullshit.”

      My face heats and I glare at her.

      She widens her eyes at me. “What? Your brother’s the last person who’s gonna judge you for staring at a fine dude’s ass.” To Maddox, she says, “But he’s right, it’s really not quite what you think. It’s just him and me. Jake’s a bonus.” She holds our clasped hands up for my brother to see. “And if there are any more women like her who’re up for some fun, I wouldn’t object to that, either,” she adds, tilting her chin toward Toni.

      Maddox crosses his arms and leans back on his heels. “Never in a million years would I peg you as bi, brother.”

      Sadie snorts at the word “peg,” and I elbow her in the side.

      “Selectively poly,” I say, not even sure if that’s a thing, but for some dumb reason, I feel the need to label it. Basically I want what Sadie wants. If she wants to see me and Jake fuck, I want to fuck Jake. I doubt she’d make any request I’d object to, and it helps that Jake is every bit as into it as she is.

      Thankfully, the proceedings begin before my mind can travel down that road far enough for me to embarrass myself by popping wood in front of a man being tortured. Then the scent of popcorn fills the air, drowning out the coppery scent of murder. A second later, Jake returns with two entire paper grocery bags filled with the stuff.

      My eyes go wide, and he shrugs. “The place is equipped with a movie theater, complete with concessions. You’re fucking welcome.”

      He hands one bag to me and offers the other to Toni. She shakes her head, but Sam steals a handful and stuffs it into his mouth.

      “You all are fucking monsters,” Gustavo sneers.

      “Takes one to fucking know one,” Sadie crows, crunching on her snack.

      Arturo and Amador strip out of their shirts and approach, each one holding a shining steel scalpel. Gustavo tries to suppress a scream as the two men start at the C-7 vertebra and make identical slices across his shoulders. He pants when they pause, but the next step is too much for him to withstand.

      He belts out a tormented roar loud enough to make my eardrums pop. Jake mutters a curse, but doesn’t falter in reaching for more popcorn.

      We’re joined a moment later by Mason. “Why the fuck didn’t you tell me it was starting?” he demands. “Hand me some of that.”

      “Where’s Callie?” I ask. “Figured she’d have joined you. He fucked her over too, I hear.”

      “She sends her regrets. Had a surgery scheduled. But hey, we set a date! The wedding’s in two months. You all are invited.” He calls the last out to the room, then scowls at Gustavo. “Not you, though. But I’ll happily take a piece of you home as a gift.”

      “That can be arranged,” Amador says. “You can pick a piece or let me choose for you.”

      Mason eyes Gustavo, tilting his head as if trying to decide. “Nah, you pick. I trust your artist’s eye.”

      Amador nods and goes back to his work carefully skinning the man alive.
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      Exhaustion hits all of us a few hours later. After Gustavo survives being divested of every tattoo, Amador hands Toni a pistol and lets her do the honors. By then Gustavo is begging for it, and she’s more than happy to pull the trigger, executing him then and there.

      It’s noon, and the place reeks of death, but we all take advantage of the hot water and clean clothes to wash and change. Then we leave Arturo’s cleaner and a handful of other men to finish setting things right.

      We head back into the city to the block of hotel rooms Arturo booked for us, and we all sleep for the next twelve hours straight.

      Sadie and I are alone together for the first time in days, but we don’t bother making love. We’re too damn exhausted. I awaken after dark to her soft breathing and tighten my arm around her, but heavy knocking at our door disturbs my attempts to fall back asleep.

      “What the fuck?” Sadie grumbles. “Tell them to go away.”

      I slip into my jeans and pad to the door, see a grim-faced Amador on the other side, and—surprise of the century—Chris Longo right next to him.

      “I’m guessing this is important,” I say when I open the door.

      Chris nods to the phone on the nightstand. “You have Jake’s room number? If so, call him, because this affects all of you. Amador too.”

      Sadie’s roused enough to respond to the request, instantly picking up the handset and dialing. Less than a minute later, I open the door for Jake, who’s still half-asleep and half-dressed.

      “The retaliation last night got back to Corluka, and they’re not happy, which is to be expected,” Amador says with a note of resignation. “Jovan’s brother put a price on our heads.”

      “How did they find out where we are?” Sadie asks.

      Amador presses his lips into a tight smile. “I may have taunted them with photos of my new art acquisition. We need to get as far from Mexico City as possible, as fast as we can.”

      “No shit. You do love keeping things interesting, don’t you, big guy?” Sadie says, already leaping from bed and dressing. We have almost no belongings, so we’re ready to go in minutes, Chris ushering us down a back stairwell to the parking garage below the hotel, where a black SUV sits with the engine running.

      “He knows you’re the one who did the deed, right?” Sadie asks.

      “Jovan already had a live hit on Amador, Jake, and Marco the moment they captured you,” Chris says. “He intended to take them out before they could rescue you, but we moved too fast. Now that he’s turned up dead, your name has been added to the list, and the bounty has gone up on all four of you. As far as our intel suggests, no one else is in danger—just you four. Drake has a plane waiting to take you wherever you wish. If you need passports, they’ll be waiting for you when you land. Just say where.”

      “Send me to LA,” Amador says.

      I raise my eyebrows at him. “Aren’t you on the hook with the DEA? I figured they’d be taking you into custody by now and seizing all your assets.”

      Chris chuckles. “Plans change. The bastard pulled a fast one on us, which I have to say . . . mad props, man. Though I think he was already planning for this eventuality.”

      “What did you do, you sneaky bastard?” Sadie asks.

      Amador gives us both a quirk of his mouth and spreads his hands on his knees. “My assets were never mine. They were in Lola’s name from the start, and when she died, they passed to her beneficiary . . . her daughter Celeste. I only had a life estate in the property, meaning I could live there until I die, but it all still belongs to her.”

      “Tricky fucker,” Sadie says with deep affection. “So you want to go to LA for her, don’t you? Any chance you and Arturo are mending fences?”

      He clears his throat, and I see a distinct flush rise into his cheeks. Sadie laughs. “You dog! You two already made up, didn’t you? Hot damn.” She sits back, grinning and shaking her head.

      Chris clears his throat, equally amused by the whole thing. “What about the three of you?” he asks, looking between me, Jake, and Sadie.

      “I’ve got nothing. One place is as good as the next,” Jake says. “Drop me off in fucking Timbuktu, for all I care. I can lose myself.”

      “Not a fucking chance,” Sadie says. “Send us to Key West. I know a girl who knows how to hide a few vagabonds.”
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      I’m playing it cool as our taxi trundles along a narrow gravel road. The sun set hours ago, and the wind is picking up. The waves of the Gulf crash loudly on the shore just a few hundred yards from the road. It’s hurricane season, and the driver has the radio tuned to the weather. Tropical storm Owen is bearing down on the Florida Keys.

      “It wasn’t me,” Jake says, and we all chuckle, but none of us can find it in ourselves to be truly amused. The dark web confirmed that Corluka put hits on the four of us. Amador’s on his way to LA, where he’ll hide out in one of Arturo Flores’ properties. It didn’t make sense for us to intrude, plus it’s better if we put some distance between ourselves and the fallen crime lord.

      Besides, I knew the perfect spot for us to go to ground.

      “Feels like we’re going the wrong direction. We should be heading to the mainland, not an island with weather like this.” Marco says.

      “We’ll be fine. Kat’s not an idiot. She’ll have hurricane-proofed her house well enough.”

      He doesn’t look convinced. The taxi driver glances in the rearview at us and shakes his head.

      I’m wired with anticipation, tightening my grip on Marco’s hand. He squeezes back.

      “How long since you saw her last?” he asks.

      “Right after Mom died. She helped distract me. I kind of ghosted her after that, but you know what a single-minded fool I can be. I was training, and a distraction was the last thing I wanted.”

      “Yet she still agreed to take us in,” Jake says, glancing at me.

      “It’s complicated,” I say, hazarding a glance at Marco. My heart is in my throat. I am fucking in love with this guy, but Kat . . . Kat embodies a part of my life I hold dear. Half the sexual discoveries I made involved her. To say she influenced my formative years would be an understatement.

      And I still love her. Not the same way I love Marco, but the feelings haven’t died after all these years.

      Jake clears his throat and eyes the two of us. “I’m sensing there’s a conversation you two aren’t having. Is this something you need to get out before we get there? Because I know this woman is important to you, Rocket. And you keep acting like you’re about to rip Marco’s heart out.”

      “I’m not . . .” I look up at Marco, who stares back, gaze shuttered. “I’m not, I promise,” I say, reaching up to brush my palm over his stubble. A thrill jolts through me at the sensation, and I lean in and kiss him. His kiss is restrained, though.

      “I guess what I’m worried about is telling you what I hope will happen, because I don’t know if you’ll be willing. I mean, it was one thing when sharing me with someone else was part of the mission, but a poly lifestyle isn’t that bizarre. Kat’s been doing it for a long time. She might still be, for all I know. She might not have room for me anyway.”

      “But if she does, you want to be with her,” Marco says in a low voice.

      “No! I want you. You’re my primary until kingdom come. But this is all hypothetical anyway, so I probably shouldn’t have brought it up.”

      I knock my head back against the seat and close my eyes. Marco squeezes my hand again and touches my chin. His expression is filled with love and hope and determination.

      “I want you to be happy, Sadie. I have no issue with you still having feelings for Kat. But I’ve had an offer like this before and it didn’t exactly work out. I know everything’s different now, but just bear with me, okay?”

      I swallow and nod, and wonder for the millionth time whether I made a huge mistake deciding to ask Kat for safe harbor. But she was always where I went to escape, so it just made sense. I just hope she can be the same escape to both these guys who mean so much to me.

      The taxi comes to a stop at a gate set between two stone pillars. “Am I letting you out here?” he asks.

      “Pull up a smidge, I have the code,” I say.

      He nudges forward, and I climb onto Marco’s lap and lower the window. Fat raindrops spatter in, soaking my head almost instantly when I poke out to punch the numbers Kat gave me into the keypad. The gate swings inward, and the driver puts the car into drive again.

      I’m back to squeezing Marco’s hand. He chuckles and extracts himself from my grip, then slings his arm around my shoulders and hugs me tight, kissing the top of my head.

      “We’ll figure it out,” he says. “Whatever happens, I’ll always love you.”

      A few seconds later, we pull around a stand of palms growing too perfectly in a crisscross pattern to be an accident. The house is a moderately large, two-story colonial, with a pair of garages on the ground floor and steps leading up to a porch. The front door opens the second our headlights wash across the house.

      Kat’s in a raincoat and rubber boots that come to her knees, and when she runs down the stairs, I can see she’s wearing nothing but shorts and a tank top underneath. But her smile is what makes everything right. She stops at the bottom of the steps and jumps up and down.

      I can’t help but laugh out loud. “She’s such a fucking crazy woman. You guys remember her from that night in Destin, right?”

      Marco and Jake share a glance over my head. “Yeah, we remember her,” Marco says, his tone implying, How could we forget?

      That night feels like ancient history, but I remember Marco had a private dance with her. Before I can dig into his response, he opens the door and climbs out. Jake exits on the other side and waves. Kat holds her hand over her eyes, peering in.

      I scoot across the seat on Marco’s side and step out. Rain immediately pelts me in the face, but it doesn’t matter. I grab Marco’s hand and haul him toward her, then release him just long enough to hug her.

      “Where the fuck have you been, you crazy girl?” Kat says. “Goddamn you for ghosting me. I thought you’d died or something!” She pulls back and punches me lightly on the shoulder. “Fuck you very much for that, by the way.” Then she grabs me and wraps her arms around me again, hugging me so hard I have trouble breathing.

      By the time she finally releases me, Jake and Marco have our bags and the taxi is turning around to go. Kat’s still grinning at me, then curses and shakes her head. “What the hell am I doing? Let’s get you guys inside and dried off.”

      She shoos us over the threshold, where we stop, dripping on the tiles just inside. The floor past the entry is beautiful hardwood, and none of us seem too keen on getting it wet.

      “Oh my god,” Kat says, breathless as she sheds her raincoat and boots. I finally get a good look at her, and she’s just as much of a knockout as she always was—a little older, though the age shows in such subtle ways I’d almost miss it, if I hadn’t known her so long.

      “Where should I put our bags?” Jake asks.

      Kat holds up a finger, eyeing us all. “First, strip down to your underwear. I’ll take care of your wet things.”

      Jake smirks. “Getting us naked right away. A girl after my own heart.”

      Kat’s eyebrows shoot up and her gaze laser-focuses on him. “I remember you—the pretty boy who didn’t flinch when Sadie made that bet to get you two to kiss.” She waves a finger between him and Marco. They look at each other and laugh as they start stripping.

      I’m distracted by this exchange, but manage to strip down to my bra and panties while it’s happening.

      Kat’s mouth drops open. “You did it, didn’t you? And by the look on both your faces, you liked it.”

      “Kat,” I warn with a laugh. “Can we just get settled before you start grilling them about all the dirty bets they’ve lost?”

      “Ooh, there are more, aren’t there? Definitely a story worth waiting for, then. Here, give me your things, I’ll put them in the wash. And you guys just make yourselves at home! There are only two spare bedrooms, so I’ll let you sort out who gets which. I’m willing to share too, but it might be premature of me to suggest something that bold.”

      She lifts one questioning eyebrow at me as she edges away toward a room off the kitchen. She tilts her head at Marco, who’s distracted grabbing one of the bags while Jake grabs the other two, and mouths at me, “Did you?”

      My face heats, and I nod. Kat pumps her fist and mouths, “I fucking knew it!” I just flip her off, then turn and usher the guys up the stairs.

      We peek into open doors. The first two are comfortable, bohemian-style bedrooms with queen-sized beds. They both sport some of Kat’s favorite burlesque-themed prints hanging on the walls. The third is obviously the master, with a king-sized bed and Kat’s oddball things, including her homage to all things Josephine Baker.

      There’s one last room that has mirrors on every bare inch of wall, along with a single chrome pole in the very center.

      “Guess this is where she works out,” I say.

      “Nice,” Jake comments. “So . . . I assume you two are taking one room and I’ll take the other. Do you think she was serious about sharing with her? Or was that invitation only meant for Sadie?”

      I point Marco to one of the bedrooms and shake my head at Jake. “She’s just very forward like that, don’t read anything into it.”

      “Are you saying it wasn’t an invitation?” Jake asks, sounding hurt.

      “Dude, we’ve been here five minutes,” Marco says. “Can you not try to get in the woman’s bed just yet?”

      Jake grins and starts to retort, but Marco slams our bedroom door in his face. I laugh.

      “Admit it, you love him.”

      “I would die for him, and I know the feeling is mutual, but sometimes wringing his neck feels appropriate.” He digs into his duffel, and I catch the amused smirk on his face.

      I scrounge for dry clothes of my own, then opt for a hot shower. Kat’s house is nice, but not opulent, which is a comforting change from the places we’ve stayed recently. But it also means the shower is a tight fit for both of us, though Marco and I make it work.

      “How long do you think we’ll be here?” I ask, leaning into his hands as he works soap into my tight shoulders and lats.

      “Depends. Garcia said he’d send updates. It’s going to take work to get Corluka to call off the hits, but Longo is on it. He’ll get it done.”

      He nuzzles my ear and slides his hands around to cup my breasts. His erection nudges at my lower back, but he doesn’t make any overtures toward doing anything with it. He just curls his arms all the way around me and dips his head lower. I crane my head to turn and kiss him.

      “We can screw, if you want,” I offer when he releases me.

      He shakes his head. “Not like this. I can wait. Also, there’s something I need to tell you. About me and Kat.”

      That gets my attention, and I turn and stare up at him. “I didn’t know there was a ‘you and Kat’ to tell me about.”

      He winces. “There isn’t, really. It’s just that what happened that night in Destin . . . When she took me into the private room, we didn’t just talk.”

      My mind shuffles through all the possibilities of what they might have done that night, and I admit I’m not sure how I feel about it. On one hand, it gives me hope, because if Marco was with her already, maybe he’d be open to a poly relationship with her. But I can’t help feeling a twinge of jealousy, either.

      “Well, you and I weren’t together then, so whatever happened is cool,” I say, shrugging unconvincingly. He narrows his eyes at me and dips his head to come down to my level.

      “It was just fun. She’s a beautiful woman. She was taking her clothes off while she danced for me. When she gave me permission to touch, I touched. We didn’t fuck, or anything like that. I just got her off with my fingers. That’s it. No reciprocation, either.”

      I relax when the details sink in, then smile. “You know what this means, don’t you?”

      He gives me a perplexed look. “That our communication skills as a couple have evolved?”

      My grin widens and I shake my head. “It means my girl owes you a blowjob. Or at least a handy.”

      He snorts and steps out of the shower, grabbing a towel and drying off. “You know it’s not cool to volunteer your friends for sexual favors, right?”

      I sigh. “I know. But Marco, please tell me the truth. Could you see yourself having a poly relationship with me and Kat? If she’s game, of course. If not, then obviously the question is moot. But if she is . . . this is the perfect opportunity to explore it. If it doesn’t work out, we’re only here temporarily anyway. We can move on as friends—with her, I mean, because I meant it when I said I want to keep you.”

      He’s thoughtful as he slips into dry boxer briefs, a pair of sweatpants, and a T-shirt. Then he directs that piercing gray-eyed look at me that makes my panties melt, or it would if I were wearing any.

      He smirks and closes the distance. “I’m thinking if we test this out while we’re here, we’re forgetting something important. Someone important. There’s no way this happens unless we offer Jake a place in the mix too. How would you feel about that?”
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      Despite my reluctance, it really isn’t that hard to remain open-minded about the suggestion of having a more open relationship with Sadie. After all, my mind has been pretty forcefully opened over the last week, so it all sounds tame by comparison.

      I also can’t help replaying Amador’s advice in my head. She and Jake are both wild creatures. To try to tame them would break them, and that’s the last thing I want. Sadie’s hard to contain, and while I’d never admit I’m not man enough for her, I don’t think it’s a man she’s lacking.

      We head back downstairs after our shower and find Jake in the kitchen with Kat. There’s some serious flirting going on while they put together a meal, and somehow the pieces start to click into place.

      During dinner, Sadie says, “So, Kat. Last time I saw you, you were with that boring banker with the big dick. You still seeing him?”

      “Oh god, no. He was a diversion. You know me, Sadie. I like variety. Even in dick size.”

      “So you’re single,” Sadie says, glancing at Jake. He squints at her like he sees through her ploy.

      “Yeess,” Kat drawls. “What are you getting at, Sade?”

      “She still loves you,” Jake supplies, earning himself a kick under the table from Sadie. “But she’s in love with Marco. So she’s angling to  . . . what? Get all four of us into some twisted little polyamorous foursome? Because I know you two would pine away if you lost me.”

      She kicks him a few more times, then smiles sheepishly at Kat, who sits with her fork full of spaghetti poised before her mouth, a look of pure shock on her face.

      “It’s not twisted!” Sadie says, indignant.

      “I didn’t mean that in a derogatory way,” Jake says. “Just—tangled, you know? Actually, that’s not what I mean, either.”

      “I get it,” Kat says, her voice husky. She sets her fork down and refills her wine, emptying the bottle. “I think we need more of this.” She disappears into her pantry, and Sadie glares at Jake.

      “What the fuck?” she stage-whispers. “I was going to get there in my own time.”

      “You take too goddamn long,” he whispers back. “And if we’re going to be stuck here in this storm for a week, I don’t want to waste time not knowing whether or not her offer was real.”

      “For sharing her stupid bed?” Sadie asks, her voice rising an octave.

      The pop of a cork shuts them up and Kat returns, looking more amused than annoyed.

      She refills all our glasses, emptying the new bottle in the process. “First, the offer is always real. I don’t make offers that I don’t mean. And second, Sadie?” She sits down and scoots her chair closer to Sadie’s, leans in, and cups Sadie’s cheeks. “I will always love you, and will always make room for you in my life. You don’t need to ask for this if it isn’t really what you want. But if it is, you bet your tight little ass I’m in.”

      Then she leans in and gives Sadie a long, slow kiss. Sadie practically melts, and my dick gets hard again just watching.

      I catch Jake smiling at me, one eyebrow raised, and give him an annoyed look.

      “What? Seeing two girls kiss is hot. I get it,” he says.

      Sadie’s grinning when Kat finally sits back and resumes eating. She takes one last bite, chews, swallows, then takes a long drink of wine.

      She sets her glass down and says, “It might sound just a little bit kooky if you don’t believe in this stuff, but last week I had a fortune cookie, and the fortune inside said a pleasant surprise was on the horizon. I think you guys are it. Jake, help me clean up and then we can have dessert.”

      His eyes light up. “What’s for dessert?”

      “Well,” she says, eyeing me with a devious smile that I’m not quite sure I like. “Seeing as how I believe Marco is new to alternative lifestyles, I think he’s the one on the menu.”

      “Excuse me?” I ask, digging a finger into my ear because I’m sure I didn’t hear her right.

      “Yes!” Sadie says, an evil glint in her eye.

      “That works for me,” Jake says, rising and clearing dishes.

      “What does this mean, exactly? Should I be scared?”

      “Be very afraid,” Sadie says, then giggles maniacally.

      “Go get him ready in my room,” Kat says.

      “This escalated,” I say when Sadie pulls me from my chair and leads me upstairs to Kat’s bedroom.

      “This is perfect,” she says, practically bouncing with joy. She pushes the hem of my shirt up and I relent, helping her strip me naked. I can’t hide how intrigued I am, though, and most of it has to do with how damn enthusiastic Sadie is about the whole thing. My dick is hard as steel, and she licks her lips when I obey her command to lie flat on Kat’s bed.

      “So how does this work?” I ask.

      “You’re dessert,” she says. “It’s exactly how it sounds.”

      I’m about to ask her to clarify when Kat and Jake enter. Jake carries a tray loaded with items—cans of whipped cream, bottles of chocolate sauce, cherries, strawberries, and sprinkles.

      “The caramel sauce is still too warm, so give that a few minutes,” Kat says. “You okay with this, Marco? I seem to recall owing you a certain favor, though, so I hope you don’t mind if I pay you back tonight.”

      “He doesn’t,” Sadie says, then bites her lip and shrugs.

      “Shouldn’t I be lying on a tarp or something?” I ask, plucking at the comforter beneath me.

      Kat shakes her head. “I don’t buy it if it can’t stand up to this kind of abuse. So, where would you like to start?

      “Ooh, let me,” Sadie says, climbing over me to peruse the treats. She grabs a can of whipped cream and starts shaking it, then pops a cherry in her mouth, followed by a squirt from the can. She immediately leans over and kisses me.

      I’m too surprised not to kiss back, and when I open my mouth, I receive her offering of whipped cream and a cherry.

      But then all three of them go at it, picking a substance and starting to drizzle, spread, and dollop things over most of my torso. Jake grabs the fat jar of caramel and tests it with his finger. Deeming it just right, he proceeds to tilt it over my balls. It’s pleasantly warm when it makes contact, and my dick twitches. Then he switches directions and drizzles more up the length of my dick.

      Sadie comes after him with the whipped cream, ringing my base with a cloud of white. And finally, as if I wasn’t already emasculated enough, she adds sprinkles.

      To my dick.

      There are sprinkles on my dick. If this isn’t proof I love this woman, I don’t know what is.

      “He’s ready for you,” she says to Kat, gesturing grandly at my carmelized erection.

      Kat climbs between my legs, her long, dark hair is still up in a messy bun, looking distinctly hungry when she braces her hands on both sides of my hips and bends over. She starts at my balls, and goddamn, was I not prepared for this tonight. I give Sadie an astonished look. She just bends and kisses me.

      “Let me taste you,” I murmur against her mouth.

      “I still have to lick all this off you,” she says, waving a hand at my decorated torso.

      “I’ll help,” Jake says.

      He drops his mouth to my belly and starts licking. Sadie bends to the task beside him. Kat sucks my balls like they’re pure caramel, then begins working her way up my shaft, licking the whipped cream away before taking her time lapping every drop of caramel and every sprinkle off the length of my hard dick.

      I groan and reach for Sadie again. They’re all naked, and it would take just a second for her to move far enough to sit on my face. But the caramel is enticing too, so I shift and reach out, careful not to dislodge them as I grab for the jar. Then I tilt it just over the cleft of Sadie’s ass. A dollop plops out, followed by a drizzle, landing at the base of her spine and oozing between her cheeks.

      She jerks and looks at me in alarm.

      “Now you have to let me taste you,” I say. “Swing your leg over.”

      Sadie rolls her eyes, but grins and obliges. Caramel drips onto my chin from her snatch, and I laugh as I pull her down to get a good mouthful. She’s giggling too, but her giggles fade into moans when I find her clit and tease it with my tongue. The sweet, toasted flavor of caramel mixed with her tang floods my tongue, and I swallow, then push my tongue deeper.

      She doesn’t last long. Within seconds, she’s grinding her pussy against my face, her hands planted on my hips. Kat’s still working my dick with expert ease, and I know I’d come if I didn’t have the distraction of getting Sadie there first.

      “Oh fuck. Oh fuck, Marco!” Sadie cries and her thighs start to shake. Her pussy spasms against my mouth, and she lets out another long moan as her climax takes her. I keep a solid grip on her, though, making sure I lick her clean of the sugary treat.

      She swings her leg over and falls to her side beside me, leaning up to give me a very long, grateful kiss. Then she curls up by my side to watch her girlfriend finish me off.

      Her girlfriend. The word just popped into my head, but didn’t feel weird. That’s how I thought of Kat when we first met. Granted at the time, I wasn’t completely head over heels for Sadie, but I did love the wild girl in my own way. Now that I’m in love with her, I absolutely want her to be happy. And if that means occasionally letting her watch Kat suck my dick, then who am I to argue?

      Jake’s sitting back on his heels, just watching in awe as Kat deepthroats me. He reaches out a tentative hand to hook an errant strand of hair over her ear. She slides her lips off my dick long enough to give him a hungry glance.

      “You can touch me, lover. In fact, do whatever you want with me. Just wrap if you’re going all the way.”

      Jake’s gaze darkens and he grins. He peruses the tray of goodies for a second, grabs a condom, and slides it on his erect cock, then palms the bottle of chocolate syrup. He follows my lead, drizzling the sweet syrup over Kat’s ass, then going in for a feast.

      Kat immediately starts to moan around my dick, which sends a rush of new sensations through me from the vibrations. I can’t stop myself from reaching down to curl my fingers around her head, realizing too late that my hands are sticky with caramel. Fuck, we’re all going to need showers after this anyway.

      It isn’t until Sadie adds more whipped cream to my nipples and starts licking it off that I start to lose it. The pleasure is so intense my entire body lights on fire, every inch tingling. The sensations coalesce in my cock and balls, and I groan a barely intelligible warning to Kat that I’m coming. She sucks me even deeper, then stops with me as deep as she can take me. Then she pushes a finger between my ass cheeks.

      She barely so much as tickles my anus before the surge takes over. My dick spasms, and I shoot straight down her throat.

      She’s still moaning as she sucks me dry, and I manage to open my eyes just in time to see Jake rise behind her, line his cock up, and drive in deep. Kat releases my cock, grabs hold of my hips, and presses her cheek to my thigh.

      “Oh fuck, that feels good,” she groans.

      Jake’s gaze is fixed on her back, one hand gripping her hip and the other poised over her ass, thumb working into her rear entrance. He starts slow, but as he gets going, Kat gets louder, bucking back against him. He bares his teeth, his eyes wild with wonder and enjoyment. He reaches across her back and tangles his fingers into her long hair, yanking her up.

      Kat laughs and moans. “Fuck yes. Ride me hard, baby. Pull my hair.”

      Sadie and I are enthralled. She nuzzles my neck and whispers, “This is so fucking hot. I might be ready to go again just watching the two of them.”

      “They’re pretty fucking special.”

      Jake’s panting, breathless from keeping up with Kat, whose stamina is impressive. He pulls harder on her hair, and she moans, lifting up at his urging. Now they’re both kneeling in front of us, Jake still nailing Kat from behind with swift, solid smacks of his hips. He curls both arms around her torso, slides one hand up to cup one creamy, bouncing breast, and drops the other between her thighs.

      She gives me and Sadie a smile of pure elation when Jake starts teasing her clit.

      “Thank you for this, Sade,” she says, then Jake tugs her hair again, forcing her to turn her head. She twists until his mouth grazes hers and they kiss through their climax, fucking like mad and pulling each other’s hair.

      “Want to go again?” Sadie asks, cocking her head toward my newly hardening dick.

      “No, but I’ll take you up on some shower sex later. This is nice. I want to soak it in a little longer.”

      She lifts an eyebrow. “Watching our two best friends fuck like bunnies is nice?”

      Kat hears us and laughs. She’s still holding onto the back of Jake’s neck, and he’s cupping her pussy as he nuzzles her throat. “Nice,” he echoes in a deep, sated voice.

      “If this sets the tone for your visit, I’d call it more than nice,” Kat says. “It’s a wet dream come true. I don’t think I’ve ever been fucked like that.”

      “You flatter me,” Jake says, gently easing out of her, careful to hold the condom. He steps off the bed and into the bathroom to dispose of it, and the sound of the shower cranking on emerges from the room.

      Kat gives us a regretful look. “Sadly, my shower only fits two.”

      Sadie laughs. “Babe, no worries.” She clambers up and closes the distance to Kat, cupping her jaw with both hands. She kisses her, and they both sigh into each other like they’ve finally come home after a long absence.

      “Enjoy him,” Sadie says. “But if you break his heart, we’ll have words.”

      Kat glances at me and says, “I would say the same goes for you, but I have a feeling you’re the type who sticks around. Sadie got pretty damn lucky, once she came to her senses.”

      She disappears into the bathroom, but doesn’t close the door. A moment later, I hear Jake’s deep laugh, followed by Kat’s.

      Sadie sits at the edge of the bed with her chin propped on one hand. When I get up and sit beside her, she lets out a long sigh and leans her head against my side. I curl and arm around her.

      “This couldn’t have been a more perfect reunion. Thank you.” She looks up at me, her eyes shining with love and gratitude. I touch her cheek and smile back.

      “We earned it, I think.”

      “And it’s not weird for you? After the whole Tash thing,” she asks, the question still tinged with uncertainty.

      “You can stop worrying. Tasha’s ancient history. That, and being with Jake gave me some perspective. I admit the dynamic will take some getting used to, but I think we have time to figure it all out while we’re here. Now, sticky girl, let’s go get you your shower bone.”

      “Oh hell yes,” she says, taking the lead and pulling me out the door and down the hall.
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      That night indeed sets the tone for our stay at Kat’s. We wind up trapped inside for the next few days with the storm raging around us, but thankfully it never reaches hurricane status, so we don’t have to take any drastic measures.

      Once we exhaust our sexual appetites, we have some very relaxing downtime in which to talk. Honesty has never been so refreshing as it is with them.

      I bare my soul in a way I never have with anyone—not even my brothers—and they do the same. Most of this happens alongside healthy doses of alcohol, mind you, but it’s cathartic all the same. Within a week, our bond is pretty damn solid.

      We make promises in the middle of Kat’s living room, sprawled on her faux fur rug, all the furniture moved out of the way to make room for fun. She and Jake have been inseparable since that first night, and Sadie and I can’t help but notice the looks they’ve started giving each other when they think we aren’t watching—two unicorns who never believed another of their own kind existed.

      I get an unbelievable amount of joy knowing Jake found someone, but even more knowing that Sadie and I will always have them in a way that transcends most friendships.

      Jake and I have our own moments too. The girls witness them. The soul-baring gets real when we revisit old losses when we were on the Teams, and he tearfully confesses that he’d have never made it if I hadn’t been there for him. I don’t remember how it happens, only that it feels right when we start to kiss, and the kiss leads to more.

      I want him in a visceral way, not unlike the way I wanted Sadie the first time we were together. I want to give myself to him to ease his pain, and so I do. For the first time, I let another man make love to me.

      Sadie and Kat are nearby, but don’t intrude. They just watch, somehow understanding that this has to be just us. Jake starts to pull away when it’s done, but I refuse to allow it. Then the three of us wrap him in a cocoon of love, making sure to drive home the fact that he’s not alone. We’re all in this together.

      As promised, Garcia keeps us updated on the situation with Corluka’s hits on us. Nothing changes for the first few weeks. Our life in Florida becomes routine—an interesting, surprisingly nice routine, but still routine. It’s like the first real vacation I’ve ever had. We have some close calls, some bumps in the night that wake us all out of a sound sleep to grab for our weapons. But upon investigating, we find it’s only a possum that knocked over Kat’s trash bin or some other wild thing wreaking havoc.

      Somehow my brother’s wedding invitation reaches us through a circuitous route, addressed to the names of people who don’t exist.

      “Sandy Waters and Marcy Strange,” Sadie reads with a snort. “I suppose that could be us, Marcy.” She giggles and elbows me. “And there’s a note inside that says, ‘bring your weird friends too.’” She points at Jake and Kat. “Guessing that means you.”

      “Mason’s an ass,” I comment, then realize the note isn’t actually in my brother’s handwriting. “But unless something changes with Corluka, I don’t know if we should stick our heads out just for a wedding.”

      “We can go in disguise,” Kat offers. “I’m acquainted with the local contingent of drag queens. They can hook us up.”

      “It’s still dangerous,” I say. “Let’s wait and see.”

      We have a month before the wedding, and a lot can happen in a month.

      The days wear on, and as happy as our situation is, worry creeps in more often. This is the longest the three of us have ever gone without some kind of action. We get irritable, Kat gets impatient, and Sadie agonizes that we’ve worn out our welcome. More than once, Jake floats the idea that the three of us should just take matters into our own hands and fly to fucking Serbia to take Corluka out ourselves.

      The second he mentions it, Kat puts her foot down. “I fucking love you three, and you will not go off on some suicide mission just because you’re bored!”

      The confession shuts Jake up. “Repeat what you just said, slower for those of use with low IQs.”

      Kat huffs. “You’re brilliant and you know it. You’re also an idiot, though, because you damn well heard me. I love you. All of you, but yes, Jake Hearn, that includes you.”

      “Marry me,” Jake blurts right in front of us. Sadie and I are cleaning up the breakfast dishes, and she drops a plate, which narrowly misses my bare foot, but thankfully doesn’t shatter.

      Kat stands staring in shock. “You don’t mean that.”

      “The fuck I don’t. You and I belong together. You know it as well as I do.”

      “Yes, but that seems like a drastic measure, don’t you think?”

      “Not if you feel the way I do. Which is to say, I love you too, so marry me.”

      “Oh my god, you’re serious.”

      “As a heart attack.”

      Sadie and I stand, gawking at the exchange. Kat gives Sadie a beseeching look. Sadie tuts and shakes her head. “I kind of agree with him. I mean, I know you don’t believe in marriage, but it’s the principle, you know? How else do two people prove to each other they’re all-in nowadays?”

      Jake’s eyes widen and he shakes his head. “Fuck me,” he mutters. “Why didn’t you say you didn’t believe in marriage? We’ve been talking about going to a wedding for two weeks now.”

      “I don’t typically shit on other people’s happiness. It wasn’t relevant,” Kat says. “But I can’t marry you, Jake.”

      He curses again, then sighs and shuts his eyes. When he opens them, he closes the distance and takes her hands. “Let me try this again.”

      He gets down on one knee this time, and I strangle back a warning. Kat stares at him like he has two heads.

      “Katrina Jamison, never in my life did I expect to meet another person as kaleidoscopically strange as I am. You speak to my deviant soul in ways no one ever has. I love you, and I’d be a damn fool if I didn’t make it crystal-clear that you are the one, even though we both know there will be others . . . at least two, anyway.” He gives me and Sadie a sidelong look. “Will you be my primary for the long haul, Kat? And can we talk about ways we can make it somehow official? I’ll get your name tattooed on my dick, if that’s what you want. Anything.”

      “Tattoos aren’t a bad idea,” I offer. Kat gives me a weary look.

      “Thank you,” she says, then sighs and kneels in front of Jake, reaching up and placing her palms on his cheeks. “You know what you can do to make it official? Stay. That’s all I ask. That’s all I need. But if you need more, I can call my attorney and have her draw up a contract that ties our lives together. If you have enough saved up, you can be my business partner. I own half a dozen clubs up the Gulf Coast of Florida, and one in the Bahamas. I’m tired of running them alone. Owning a chain of strip clubs together isn’t exactly romantic, but I don’t need romantic to know you’re committed. I need action.”

      Jake studies her for a few seconds, then nods. “That wasn’t a no.”

      “It wasn’t. But Jake, I will take you no matter what you decide. As far as I’m concerned, I’m in this for as long as you are. Sadie and Marco won’t always be here, but I do want you to be, if you’ll stay. No strings attached. We can talk about the other thing another time, so you can think about it. I don’t need an answer until you’re ready. Just say you’ll stay.”

      “Then I’ll stay. I’d be a goddamn fool not to.”
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      That night, Sadie and I lie awake in the dark. I know she’s awake because she has a cute little snore when she’s asleep and right now she’s dead silent. After a while mulling over my question, I finally ask, “Do you feel the same way Kat does about marriage?”

      She rolls onto her side and finds my hand beneath the covers, threading her fingers through mine. “I never really thought about it, honestly. All I ever knew for certain was that I didn’t want kids, and I assumed that might be a deal-breaker for most partners. Kat was the exception. I think she does want kids, but she didn’t ever give me shit for not wanting them. Why, do you want to? Get married, I mean.”

      “I used to think I did. That’s what you do when you love someone so much it hurts, right?” I turn onto my side, and she’s right there. Our noses brush, but neither of us pull away. It’s a clear night, and the French doors leading onto the second-floor porch are open, a balmy Florida breeze wafting in, the sound of the surf not far off. We’re not due for another hurricane warning for at least a week.

      I stroke a knuckle along the line of her jaw and find it hard to breathe. But I swallow and push on. I need to finish my thought. “But after hearing Kat and Jake today, now I don’t know that it matters as much as I thought. For logistical reasons, yes. But for love? Isn’t it just an excuse to have a big party to broadcast to the world how we feel? Do we need to let the state get involved to do that?”

      “I guess not,” she says. “But what if we don’t like parties?”

      I chuckle. “I know you like parties.”

      “For fun, yes, but this is different. We share ourselves, and each other, a lot already. What if proving my love means keeping you all to myself? What do I do to prove my commitment to you?”

      I frown, because she isn’t asking me to prove my commitment to her. Then it registers that she’s tracing the outline of the tattoo on my bicep. The tattoo that I got in honor of her.

      I glance at her hand and read her mind. “Whatever you do, don’t actually get my name tattooed on your ass, okay? I don’t own you, so don’t even pretend it’s like that. If . . . when we make it to LA, I’ll hook you up with Toni and Sam. They can help you figure it out.”

      “So you want to be surprised.”

      “I do.”
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      The call finally comes, and not a moment too soon. It’s Chris Longo this time, who evidently reclaimed his old job at the DEA, resigned, then went to work for the CIA. I can’t help but wonder if his only motivation was to get Corluka, but in the end, it worked out in our favor.

      “The hit’s officially been lifted. Bogdan Corluka is in custody, so there’s no one left to pay any of the contractors who might have it in their heads to keep coming after you.”

      It takes a few hours for it to sink in that we’re free, but once it does, we start packing.

      “No offense, Kat, but I’m tired of your house,” Sadie says.

      Kat laughs. “Me too, babe. So when do we leave for LA?”

      Jake waves his phone. “Got us tickets for tomorrow morning. We can be there by noon.”
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      Dry, one-hundred-degree heat hits us when we step out of LAX and head toward the limousine Arturo Flores sent to pick us up. Kat hums in appreciation, running a hand over the leather seats. The driver takes us to a house in Malibu with a housekeeper who informs us we’re Arturo’s guests for as long as we wish.

      We went from one coast to another in the span of a day, but coming home feels like spanning the entire fucking galaxy.

      We’re not there for more than half an hour before someone pounds on the door. When I open it, Mason tackles me in a ferocious hug.

      “Save me from myself, brother. I want to kidnap my fiancée and pack her off to Vegas or Reno or someplace just to avoid the crowd descending on us at the end of the week. Do you have any idea how big this thing is going to be?”

      “Not a clue, man. I’ve been off the fucking grid for a lifetime, seems like.”

      “Five hundred guests. We kept scaling up because Callie’s mom kept insisting, but if she wants to pay for the motherfucking Alexandria Ballroom, she can be my guest.”

      “Swanky,” Jake says, joining us and pulling Mason into a hug with murmured congratulations. “The important question is when and where is the stag party happening?”

      “No fucking clue,” Mason says. “You’ll have to talk to Mad Dog about that. I’m sure he’ll find you soon enough. I told him low-key, but he and Leo have been scheming for a week, and I don’t know if I trust them.”

      “I wouldn’t,” I say with a snort.

      He has such a deer-in-the-headlights look, I offer to take him out. Jake and I say farewell to the girls and spend the evening distracting my brother with stories about our old SEAL missions and the antics we got up to in between. Maddox and Leo join us, and Jake presses them for an update on Amador.

      Leo’s the one who answers when Maddox just hides behind his beer. “It’s been interesting. We didn’t see him at all for the first few weeks. Papá Flores would just disappear for a few days at a time and come back acting like a fucking teenager. Now that Amador no longer fears for his life, I think he’s moved in? We’ve been staying at Mad Dog’s loft most nights. Celeste is a little weirded out by the revelation that her dad is fucking his old enemy now.”

      “That’s not very woke of her,” Jake comments. “All things considered.”

      “She just has a pretty set-in-stone image of Papá Flores,” Maddox says in his matter-of-fact voice. “But the old man has earned the chance to fix his mistakes. I’m happy it turned out the way it did. We’re definitely moving out, though. The place you’re staying is where we’ll be after the wedding. I’m turning my apartment into a full-time photography and art studio. I even hired an apprentice. My plan is to expand Mad Dog Tattoo. Now that Mom’s retiring, the dance studio is available.”

      He says all this in subdued tones, but I stare at him, because I don’t think I’ve heard Maddox say so many words all at once in my life. “Wow, that’s fantastic. Good luck, brother. And the garage?” I ask Mason.

      “Pays for itself, pretty much. Callie’s brother is trying to talk me into becoming a spook. She thinks I’d be good at it, but I’m happy just consulting for now. I’m not going anywhere while my kid is still growing up. And believe it or not, Callie wants to try for more after we get hitched.”

      “Congratulations. And good luck,” I say. He rolls his eyes, but I don’t think I’ve ever seen either of my older brothers happier.

      The conversation moves on, but I linger on that topic in my head. Oddly, as happy as I am for him, I’ve accepted that kids aren’t in the cards for me. I don’t even feel any regret. How could I, if it means holding onto a woman like Sadie?

      But deep down, I know it isn’t just her influencing me. After the childhood I had, I don’t want the added worry that I might be a bad father. And I’m more than happy to spoil the fuck out of any nieces and nephews who come along. I’m also not ready to be like my brother just yet—to truly settle down—and I don’t think Sadie is either. After learning about Chris Longo’s career shift, she and I both agreed once we could come out of hiding, we’d put in applications. They’re already filled out and waiting for us to drop them in the mail.

      The next few days are a whirlwind of get-togethers and parties. Sadie and I spend time with Mom, who is a happy grandma to one-year-old Zoey, and acts for all the world like that’s her true calling in life. With Mason and Callie living with her, she doesn’t seem to want for anything.

      Sam and Toni come in two days before the wedding, just in time for the stag party. Toni seems oddly at peace, compared to the other times we’ve met, and it takes me a little while to figure out what’s different—it’s her tendency toward fidgeting, as if she needed something to occupy her hands. That’s gone now, and she’s more than happy when Sadie commandeers her for a tattoo consultation.

      Sam and I leave to join our brothers and the other guys for Mason’s party. We get decked-out in tactical gear first, then Mad makes a call. “He’s ready. He won’t see it coming.”

      What follows is the most fun I’ve had with my brothers in years. First we cut the power in the garage, leaving Mason in the dark. Then Mad and I rush in, tackle, and zip tie him.

      “Keep it quiet and you won’t get hurt,” Maddox growls under his breath at our struggling brother. Mason settles, but continues to spew vile curses.

      “Low-key, shitbird. This is distinctly the opposite.”

      “You can thank me later,” Maddox says, blindfolding Mason and shoving him out the door to the waiting van with the rest of the crew. Vic, one of Sam’s tattoo artist friends, is in the driver’s seat, a big Samoan-looking guy named Mako next to him. The others are Jake, Ben and Baz Quin, and Maddox.

      I only know the basic details of the plan, so when we get to the paintball park, I’m not prepared for the swath of bodies waiting for us. Leo is there, handing each of us a colored vest when we get out.

      I count no less than two dozen people geared up and wearing vests, split into four teams. It’s me and my brothers, Jake, and Leo on the red team, but I can’t fully identify all the others. There’s a blue team that includes Callie’s brother and her dad, as well as a few other men, one whose bearing and movements I recognize, despite his face being covered by a helmet and goggles. Jake and I both see him and jog over.

      Amador lifts his goggles and grins. “Your brother throws the best bachelor parties,” he says. “Hope you guys are prepared to have your asses kicked.”

      “You can try, old man,” Jake taunts.

      The green team is made up of Ben, Baz, Drake, and Sam’s tattoo friends. Last is the purple team, who don’t all appear together until we’re in the park. That’s when I recognize the petite frame bouncing on her toes and checking her gun like she was born for this.

      Sadie sees me and gives me a wicked grin.

      “Girls rule!” she yells. Then the six of them, all women, spread out and run for cover. I have no idea who they all are, since they’re entirely covered by gear, but I am sure Kat and Sadie are two of them. I’ve seen Kat do her pole workouts, and even took some pointers from her. She has the kind of core strength many SEALs would kill for, and the control to make it work for her.

      The other girls are fast and vicious as the game begins, hitting and running for cover in a tight unit commanded by my favorite girl in the world, and they fucking run us ragged.

      They completely trounce us, and I’m left with the same baffled feeling I had every time Sadie beat me at arm wrestling.

      “Aww, did the wittle boy get his feelings hurt?” she taunts when I sulk off the field after it’s all over. Every last man is splattered with a rainbow of colors, but mostly purple.

      She bounds up to me and smacks my ass. “I’ll make it up to you later,” she whispers. She’d better fucking believe I’m taking it out of her hide tonight.

      The party moves to the patio of a local sports bar, where we close down the night after many, many pitchers of beer and cleaning out their entire kitchen of burgers and fries.

      And as promised, Sadie and I give our bed a good test that night, our noises only barely outdone by Jake and Kat two doors down.

      “Funny thing,” I say afterward when we’re lying in the dark, legs tangled, her small, warm body pressed against mine. “The last time I came to LA for an extended period was for Mason’s funeral.”

      Sadie chuffs. “That’s kind of the opposite of funny, dude. But obviously he survived, so you need to tell me this story.”

      “I thought you knew,” I say, twisting my head to look down at her. She shakes her head.

      “Trust me, I’d remember your brother coming back from the dead.”

      “You didn’t think to ask why he was so keen on watching Delgado get skinned alive?”

      She shrugs. “You guys are a buncha bloodthirsty madmen. I don’t judge.”

      I lift an eyebrow and chuckle. “We aren’t, but that’s beside the point. Mason used to run guns for the cartels. At the time, Delgado was working for Flores, but evidently had been reporting to Amador too, feeding him intel on his old best friend. Delgado knew Mason from before he enlisted and set up a deal to sell guns to Amador. Something went wrong, though, and my brother had to cut and run . . . except he ran with the guns and the cash.”

      “Oh shit.”

      “I don’t know the details, but as I understand it, somehow Celeste was there, along with Toni’s boyfriend—Leo’s brother, Manny. He and Leo both got caught in the crossfire, and Manny died. My brother got away, but Delgado caught up with him a few months later. He tortured him and nearly killed him before the feds swooped in. That’s when Mad learned that Flores was dealing with the feds to organize our op.”

      “And the puzzle pieces fall into place,” she says, slinging her leg farther over my hips and crawling on top of me. She just lays there, chin resting on her hands, her weight a pleasant pressure against me. “So this is how we found each other again, isn’t it?”

      “Pretty much,” I say.

      “Should I thank Flores for this? Or are there higher-ups I need to go hunt down? I’m sure as shit not thanking Delgado. That motherfucker can rot in hell.”

      “Actually, the person in charge is going to be at the wedding tomorrow. She’s the mother of the bride.”

      Her eyes widen. “No shit!”

      “You didn’t think Mason would willingly go undercover with Zavala . . . and nearly die again, I might add? Flores faked his death, helped him heal, then sent him back out into the field as a DEA operative.”

      “Sounds like I have a lot of thank-yous to hand out tomorrow.”

      “Well, you can start by thanking me for volunteering for the op to begin with. I sort of forced Senator Longo to add me to the roster. I wanted to take that fucker down. I didn’t realize Delgado was the real menace at the time, but I’m glad we figured that out.”

      She grins and wiggles her hips, spreads her thighs, and rises onto her hands. My dick rouses when her warm heat presses against it.

      “My heartiest thanks to you, Saint Marco, for bringing us back together. Speaking of which, I have a little surprise.” She leans over and turns on the lamp beside the bed. “I think you need to do me from behind, Sasquatch.”

      I’m so intrigued when she positions herself on all fours in the middle of the bed that my brain glosses over her use of my ancient nickname. I move behind her and stop, not sure I believe what I’m seeing. Then it clicks.

      When I don’t respond to the fresh tattoo on her right ass cheek, she peeks over her shoulder and smiles. “What do you think? You said I couldn’t get your name.”

      I can’t help the ridiculous grin that spreads across my face. “Yeah, but this . . .”

      Tears spring to my eyes and I start laughing. How could I not? My girl has just had a tattoo of a Sasquatch silhouetted against a sunset tattooed permanently on her perfect ass.

      “Baby, this is the definition of commitment.”
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      I never expected to be this calm the morning of my own wedding. Hell, I never expected to survive to see my own wedding. I’ve seen my own funeral—via streaming video, but still, it was as surreal as if I’d been there—so I figure I’ve come full circle by making it this far.

      I’m standing in the hallway outside the ballroom where the ceremony is set to take place any minute now. My brothers have been busy escorting guests to their seats when Maddox gives the signal to get ready for our turn. Each of them mill around, more or less in the order we’re walking down the aisle together. Wyatt stands to one side, giving me a thumbs up. Maddox is on the phone yet again, checking in on last-minute reception plans. He handled almost everything, barring the necessary bridal duties, which Callie’s best friend Nina took point on.

      Marco tugs on the vest of his tux, brushing invisible lint away. He looks well-rested and happy. All is right with the world today. For fucking once in my life, I have literally zero worries.

      Which evidently is worrying to my brother. Marco eyes me oddly. “Something’s up with you. You’re normally not this . . . serene. Today’s too big a day to be as calm as you are. Is everything okay?”

      Marco doesn’t often need schooling on things, but as the elder brother with his shit together—crazy, I know—I have the unique position of cluing him in on the rare occasion. I nod sagely.

      “It hit me the other night when Callie chased me out of hiding and nailed me with the fucking paint. I’ve got it so fucking good, there’s literally nothing I have to be worried about. I could say losing it all, but I realized as long as I have my brothers, what we have is safe.” I glance at Maddox. “Thank you for that,” I say, but I’m thanking all of them.

      Marco just nods and smiles. “Damn straight we have your back, brother. Not just us, either. Good luck.”

      He slaps my back just as the classical processional music begins and the bridesmaids arrive, all clad in matching blood-red silk gowns. Mom accompanies them in a gown of deeper burgundy with a similar cut.

      All the guys let out soft expletives of appreciation. Wyatt makes an “oof” sound when the maid of honor walks toward us looking absolutely radiant, her dark curls piled on her head and a small bouquet of red roses in her hands. I glance at him with one eyebrow raised, but he’s too distracted to notice, much less respond. He tears his gaze away from Nina when Elle gives him a poke.

      “You’re with me, silly,” Elle says, grabbing his elbow.

      “Right, sorry,” he says with a sheepish grin, then squares his shoulders and escorts my baby sister down the aisle. “Baby” feels like the wrong word to use for Elle now, though. She’s tall and beautiful, and the strapless bridesmaid dress shows off the top half of the red and black tribal tattoo that spans the space between her shoulder blades.

      Sam escorts Toni next, who is eye-poppingly gorgeous, her tattooed arms and shoulders standing out against the red of her dress. The guests collectively murmur as the pair walk down to the dais, parting ways at the end where Toni takes up her spot beside Elle. Celeste and Marco follow, then Nina and Maddox, who take their spots as maid of honor and best man.

      Finally, it’s my turn. I take a deep breath and hold my elbow out for Mom to take. She pats me gently on the bicep.

      “I’m so proud of you, honey. All of you have made me so happy this year. Especially you, but don’t tell Maddox I said that.”

      “Da!” The exclamation makes us pause before taking the first step, and I turn, breaking into a grin when I see Zoey toddling toward us, unaccompanied in a ruffled white dress with red roses embroidered all over it. I walk toward her and crouch.

      “Hey, pumpkin. You don’t go on for another few minutes. Where’s your Uncle Chris?”

      “Unca!” The word is followed by a series of gurgles, then she points. A frantic man rounds the corner and sees us, then heaves a breath.

      “There she is. Thank fu—dge.”

      I swoop my daughter up and hand her off. “You’ve gotta keep both eyes on her, or she’ll run roughshod over you.”

      “I’m figuring that out the hard way,” Chris says, laughing. “I’ve got it from here. Sounds like you should get moving.” He waves the little basket of rose petals he carries in one hand.

      Zoey’s a little too young to handle the job of flower girl without assistance, but her uncle claimed he was up to the task of being her escort. He’s clearly smitten, judging by the look on his face when he demonstrates the process, then picks the petals up and puts them back in the basket for Zoey to toss out again with a burble of laughter.

      I take a deep breath and return to Mom. “Let’s do this.”

      She nods and we start walking, my heart beating harder every step until I’m standing at the end, Maddox at my side, and I’m not quite sure how I got here.

      “Doing okay, brother?” he softly asks.

      “Never better.”

      But all bets are off when the bridal processional starts playing. It’s an instrumental version of mine and Callie’s song: How to Save a Life by The Fray. The same song that we first danced to that night in Denver when I found her again. Hearing it now makes my stomach flip, and I clench my fists to hold my shit together.

      Chris carries Zoey down the aisle first, helping her toss petals as they go. Every last guest falls in love, but I catch a distinctly less-than-charitable look on Wyatt’s face as he watches the bride’s brother approach.

      That’s a bomb waiting to go off, and as much as I love my old handler, I hope he and Nina keep it together for another day. They’ve only been together eight months, but Nina’s carried a torch for Callie’s older brother for as many years. And most women would probably swoon to see the big, scruffy man carrying the pretty toddler down the aisle the way he is.

      But I don’t have time to dwell on other people’s relationships. The rest of my life is about to begin any minute now.

      Emotion wells fast and fierce when the guests all stand and Callie comes into view, resplendent in white with her blonde hair coiled up on her head, dotted with pearls and baby’s breath. She doesn’t wear a veil, per my request. I wanted to see her face for the whole thing, and since it isn’t a church wedding anyway, she agreed.

      She’s bracketed by both her mom and her dad, a man I didn’t get to meet until a few days ago, but who I decided I like, despite initial misgivings about how absent he’s been from her life. Adrian Nicolo is a good man who just spent the last eight years escaping pain. After learning his son was alive, he came back with a vengeance, and I’m not sure, but it sounds like he and his ex might even be patching things up. The perfect wedding gift, Callie says.

      I only have eyes for Callie after that, my heart pounding so hard I’m deafened by it and blinded by the brilliance of her beautiful smile. She arrives with a laugh and a rustle of taffeta as she kisses her parents one at a time, then rises the steps onto the dais and takes my hands.

      “Fancy meeting you here,” she says.

      I grin at her. “Will wonders never cease?”

      The music fades as the officiant nods at us. He begins the ceremony with the language we chose weeks ago. We’ve had since then to work on our own vows, but I think I’ve known since I first met her what I would say when this day came.

      The officiant prompts me, and I stare into her big blue eyes.

      “Callie, I was quite literally dying to meet you the day we met. But you have this habit of saving my life. I know you don’t take credit for the first time, but it was you. The second I opened my eyes after surgery, your face was the one I saw, and I saw your face in dreams for the next three years. You kept me alive for those three years, whether you know it or not. When I finally saw you again, I knew it was fate that brought us back together, and I knew that day there was no way in hell I’d let you go again. It’s always been you. It will always be you, as long as I live.”

      Her eyes are glassy, and she sniffles softly before she begins her vows. I squeeze her hands, and she nods and takes a breath.

      “Mason, they say the third try is the charm. It took us three tries, but I think we’re finally getting it right. You were an unexpected, yet pleasant surprise every time our paths crossed—a force of nature I happily let myself get carried away by. You came into my life a mess I had the great honor of putting back together, and I was so pissed when I thought you’d left my life too soon. I think deep down it was because I knew I was the one who was meant to make you whole. What you don’t realize is that I was also missing a piece all along, and you were the one meant to complete me. It’s always been you. It will always be you, as long as I live.”

      With every breath, every word, I hold on tighter, through the exchange of the rings and a kiss that could set the world on fire. This woman is the love of my life. It’s been nearly four years since that day in the ER when I first set eyes on her, since I knew I had to have her. It took my death and resurrection, and a fucking crime lord’s vendetta to push us back together.

      And there is nothing in the goddamn universe that can pull us apart again.
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