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GAMBLED

 

Cristin Harber

CHAPTER ONE

 

Afternoon light poured through the slats of the bedroom blinds. Brock Gamble had been home alone, drunk, for days. No wife. No kids. Just him and empty bottles of Jack and Johnny.

A freight train of nausea catapulted from his soured stomach, and he stumbled into the bathroom to dry heave, which was nothing new. Collapsing to his knees, his gaze tripped over the counter. It was free of all of his wife Sarah’s necessities. He twisted his head toward the bathtub, where no one had touched the bath toys he always stepped on.

His loneliness echoed around him.

Time ticked by while he climbed further into his personal hellhole. At first, this had seemed surmountable. Sarah would come home. It would blow over once he could explain. But then a week turned into two, and she didn’t.

I miss her so damn much. And the kids… The pain was incomprehensible.

One bad decision had led to another. When his family had been kidnapped, he hadn’t thought clearly. He’d betrayed one person after the next. His family when he hadn’t utilized any of Titan Group’s black ops resources. His mentor, Jared Westin, who’d taught him everything the military hadn’t. His men, the Titan team that bled loyalty. And he’d betrayed Sugar, a friend who he had abducted and offered in exchange for the safe return of Sarah and the kids.

It hadn’t worked. Big surprise. He’d been led around by his nuts instead of making tactical, strategic choices.

Regret hit him like a brutal tidal wave. The same wave pounded him day in, day out. As it threw another mighty punch of guilt and betrayal, Brock knew he’d throw up and pass out soon. Just to have the sandman visit him with nightmares.

Finally, crawling back to the bedroom, he stood long enough to scour the room for a liquor bottle. Something, anything, as long as it was mind-numbing.

He needed another swig, so he would either die in his sleep or, if not that lucky, be able to forget whatever dream would torture him while he slept.

***

“Mommy.” Kelly stomped in, followed closely by Jessica, who stomped just like her older sister. “Jess is copying me. She won’t leave me alone. Tell her to go away.”

Jessica stomped her foot exactly like Kelly had. “Jess is copying me. She won’t leave me alone. Tell her to—”

“Girls, find Grandma. Tell her that you need something to do.” If sibling antagonism was a sign of normalcy, Sarah’s kids were going to be just fine. They’d survived an abduction and moved in with her mother, leaving her husband… who knew where her husband was. He hadn’t come home, and she’d needed to get out of their house. Everywhere she looked was a memory of a life she didn’t want anymore. She wasn’t staying under that roof, married to a man she didn’t really know. The decision was far from rational, but she’d pulled stakes and left him a note.

I never asked questions about what you did at work because I trusted you. I don’t know you, and I don’t know how you live with yourself.

It’d been harsh. She’d been emotional. And if she had to do it over again, she would have said something along the lines of I can’t wrap my head around Titan, and how people you work with might want to harm us. I was in shock. Still am. You promised that whatever you did at work, we’d be safe at home, and I feel betrayed, confused, and vulnerable. This isn’t just about me; I have to keep our children safe.

It wouldn’t have mattered what she wrote, he hadn’t been there after she’d survived a shootout. He hadn’t come home to check on her, hadn’t called about the kids. Sarah had known that he ran off to save the world while working with Titan. That he did things that were questionable, but he promised it was for the greater good.

So many questions. So many overwhelming emotions. And none of it was worth sticking around for if his livelihood endangered their children.

Kelly and Jessica ignored her suggestion to find Grandma and took turns mimicking each other. Maybe it was their age. At eight and six, Kelly and Jessica were like Teflon. Nothing seemed to stick, at least on the surface, though Sarah was sure she should start squirreling away money for therapy. No family walked out on a dad and remained unscathed.

It was only a matter of time before their invisible wounds surfaced.

Brock was gone for weeks at a time for work. That may’ve been their saving grace. The girls were used to being without him. She’d been used to time without him too. But this was different.

Every night, she cried herself to sleep because, in her heart, she loved the man she’d thought she knew. He was long gone, maybe never really existed. She’d learned more about Brock in the week living with the enemy than she had in a decade of marriage.

She’d been naïve. Purposely or not, she’d closed her mind to what he did on his work trips. When he came home with gunshot wounds or explosive burns, she knew it was because he’d saved someone’s life. Not taken another’s.

Surrounded by half-emptied boxes in her mom’s Pennsylvania guest house, Sarah wondered how life in Virginia had been so… sheltered.

Her cell phone rang. She grabbed it as the girls ran outside. Sugar. “Hey—”

“Are you sulking or surviving?”

If there was one thing she’d learned about Sugar, it was that the woman was direct. “Surviving. Mostly.”

“What about the girls?”

She stared out a window, wrapping and rewrapping a dishtowel around her hands. “They seem excited to be in a normal school. It’s small, private, not overwhelming. So it’s working. Much different from homeschooling them.”

“What about you? You run up north, how’s that going to help your problems?’

Sarah swallowed the lump in her throat. “Meaning?”

“Brock.”

His name made her arm feel like stone. It fell to her side. The towel dangled, as lifeless as she felt. “You know him better than me, Sugar. Definitely in a different light.”

“Bull.”

She laughed sadly. Sugar never held anything back. “I miss him and wish things could’ve been different.”

“Cut the crap, Sarah. That’s the dumbest thing you’ve ever said to me. I was ATF. I was trained. If he was too panicked to use Titan and had to do something to save his family, I was a good bet. I’d survive. No one was taking me out like that.”

“I just feel—”

“If you spout some woe-is-me shit, I’ll probably come to PA and kick some sense into you. Give the guy a break.”

“Excuse me?”

“Give him a chance to explain.”

“You’ve forgiven him for what he did to you? Fine.” She snapped the towel. “Well, I can’t.”

“That’s my burden to bear, babe. He was trying to save you.”

“If he’d made different choices, if I’d known the kids were in so much danger…” She turned to see if they could hear her, but Kelly and Jessica were occupied terrorizing each other. “If he’d—”

“If he did what, Sarah? I’ve had the same conversations with Jared. So answer that—if he’d what? Desperate men made desperate decisions. They’re all morons. So you deal with it.”

She couldn’t stand still and stalked out of the room. “I’m angry at him.”

“Hell, me too.”

“You weren’t married to him.”

“You still are.”

She bit her lip then said, “I still am.”

Still, she couldn’t get over her angry. It was a vicious, nonsensical circle. Like a hamster running on its wheel, once her mind started spinning, she panted through mental laps, trying to find an answer. Trying to find relief or release or resolution. But the repetition didn’t help.

“Sarah,” Sugar snapped. “Did you hear me?”

“What, uh… No.”

“What’s your plan? Sit on your ass and ponder all the ways he could’ve reacted better to his family being snatched?”

Maybe she shouldn’t squirrel money away for her kids’ therapy in the future. She should spend it now and secure her sanity, because it’d been tough on her. Sarah took pride in her self-sufficiency and a rock-solid foundation at home. Maybe that had been a lie she’d told herself, and she wasn’t really strong. Maybe she was weak and pathetic but had never realized it before.

Sarah shook her head. “My plan is to move on. To protect my kids. And never feel like this again.”

CHAPTER TWO

 

Brock opened his eyes to the same scene, different day. Maybe. He wasn’t sure and didn’t care. But he did know that, sooner or later, he’d have to eat. Having the shakes from alcohol withdrawal wasn’t a good enough excuse to ignore the warning bells in his head. He needed to eat, and if the food stayed down, then good. If not, well then, he’d given it the old college try.

Rolling up and dangling his legs off the bed, he gathered his bearings and glared at the empty granola bar wrappers. They littered the floor. On the dresser, an empty container of peanut butter sat abandoned. A knife he’d used way too many times sat on top of an empty sleeve of bread.

Screw this. He had to eat, and with a disgusted groan, he slid off the bed and made his way to the kitchen. With each step, his stomach swished, his gag reflex jumped into action, and his ears… were now hearing sounds. Imaginary voices? Great. A new low.

There were voices in his head.

His pathetic, downward spiral was taking the scenic route. Surely, this was cosmic retribution for all of the shady work he’d done in the past, however good his intentions might have been.

Using the wall to stay upright, he pinched his eyes closed to ignore the lights and hushed away the voices.

“It’s about time, Buttercup.”

It took more than a second to blink. He wasn’t sure if the men sitting at the table were really there.

“You need a goddamn shower.”

“Christ, we should’ve done this a week ago.”

Winters, Roman, and Rocco sat around his kitchen table, burgers in hands, and stared at him. The aroma of fast food made his mouth water and stomach turn simultaneously.

Brock had worked by their sides for years, and he’d abandoned them. Put their lives in danger. He’d done the worst thing a leader could do, and that was lie and lead them astray.

Why were they there?

They were Titan. He was a piece of shit, unworthy to be in the same room.

Winters kicked a chair out toward him. The loud scratching across the floor reverberated in his ears. “Sit your ass down. Before you fall and split your head.”

He didn’t want to. He wanted to escape from the glares and coming accusations, but Winters was right. Brock faltered forward, using the chair before he hit the floor. He tried to clear his throat, but it was too dry and abused from days of drinking and dying. “Whatever you want, get it over with.”

If they were there to kill him, it’d be welcome. So why hadn’t they? His blurry brain didn’t care. He just wanted them out, because he had a date with a half-empty bottle of something amber-colored that sat on the counter.

Winters slapped the table. “Brock?”

“Yeah?” Brock’s eyes strayed from the men to the bottle, and his mouth watered.

Roman crossed his arms and looked at Rocco. Winters ignored them all and finished his burger.

Rocco probably had Brock’s job now. He’d be a natural team leader. Smart. Respected. It’d be a good fit. Titan and Rocco deserved each other. Loyal. Trustworthy. Unstoppable. Damn it, I need a drink.

Rocco cleared his throat. “You trying to kill yourself?”

“Yup.” Why bother with a lie?

“You’re doing a good job of it.”

His head tilted to the side, and not because he wanted to move. It was more of a list, a weight too heavy to hold up. “Not really.”

Winters crumbled the wrapper and licked his thumb. “We’re not going to let you do that, fucker.”

Absurd. It took a lot of energy, but Brock laughed. It came out in a garbled, scratchy cough. “Yeah, all right. Don’t let me die.”

Rocco shook his head. “Eat. Shower. This is your intervention, or whatever it’s called.”

“Whether you like it or not,” Roman leaned forward on the table, “we’ve been a team for years, and screwing up isn’t a death sentence.”

Yeah, it was, actually. “It is when you’ve done what I’ve done.”

“We all know what you did.” Roman’s intense stare burned into him. “Shit got harsh, Brock. You made a wrong decision.”

“I crossed the line.”

“No kidding. But we move on,” Roman volleyed back.

“I don’t deserve to.”

Rocco downed his soda then shifted his focus back to him. “No, you don’t, asshole. But that’s how it’s going to be.”

Why did they care? “Go away.”

“You have a good woman. A family none of us knew about. And no one here can say that they wouldn’t lose their mind to save them either. Not Parker or Cash either.”

“But Jared.” Brock’s head swung side-to-side, spinning. “He’s a different story.”

“True that. But you know who else has a fan? Sarah—in Sugar.  Nicola and Mia too. And because all you fuckers are love struck and bringing girl talk into our inner circle,”—Rocco gestured to Winters and Brock—“we’ve got chicks gossiping. And they like Sarah. Man, we’re family. Estranged at the moment, but the roots are still there. So we can’t let you kill yourself.”

Winters reached for another burger and threw it at him. It landed on the floor. “Brock, buddy. Eat. Get dressed. Get sober. Get your wife back and claim your life.”

***

One solid week. That was how long it took to sober up and keep down a meal.

One solid hour. That was how long Brock had sat a few houses down from his mother-in-law’s house. He contemplated how badly his rehearsed speech sucked then glanced at the dashboard clock.

He gave a self-imposed deadline. One minute to pull it all together. His mother-in-law had left Sarah alone at the guest house, and the kids weren’t at home either. They were at school. What a novel concept. Brock walked up the driveway, past the main house, to the backside of the property. The guest house loomed ahead.

The only thing he knew for certain was that his life awaited him on the other side of the door. He twisted the knob but stopped. Took his hand off and sucked down a breath and ignored the urge for a drink. Barging in wasn’t the right move. Knocking was. Knocking to see my wife. This blows.

Two quick raps and he stood there, unsure what to do with his arms. He ran a hand over his freshly shaven jaw. Checked his hair in a reflection on a nearby window and then pocketed his fists into his jeans to keep his fingers from tapping.

The door didn’t have a peep hole, and she couldn’t see who was there from the front windows. The angles were all wrong. He tried to ignore how this house had little in the way of security, not that his ramped-up safety measures had kept his family from danger.

The door cracked and Sarah peered out, one big brown eye wide open. “What are you doing here?”

“Hi.” His heart clutched. What was he doing here?

“Brock?”

He couldn’t read her voice. “I’d like a chance to…” To what, explain? Justify? Beg? His mind remained blank. “Can I come in?”

She pulled back. “No.”

He’d expected that. The muscles in his chest tightening and the ache in his throat, he hadn’t. “Five minutes, then I’m gone.”

“No.” She inched the door closed but didn’t click it shut.

The Sarah he knew had been bubbly and smiling. This surprised version of his wife seemed hardened. How someone could give an impression like that while only showing an eye and saying a few words, he didn’t know. But he knew he couldn’t leave. Not yet.

“Three minutes.” How would three minutes make a difference when he couldn’t string his thoughts together and—

“Fine.” She swung the door wide.

He lost his thoughts again. It’d been weeks since he’d seen her. Titan missions lasted that long, but today was different, and wasn’t she the most beautiful thing he’d ever set eyes on.

Her petite frame that always fit under his arm, her perfect freckles that he could map in the dark. The way her auburn hair fell over her shoulders. How familiar it always smelled, like sunshine and summer.

“Three minutes. Then it’s good-bye.” Nothing in her tone was sunshine or summer.

He nodded, words not coming.

Her brow pinched. “If you’re coming in, then come in, Brock. Otherwise—”

“No, I’m here. Coming.” He stepped through the threshold into a small living room that very much reminded him of his mother-in-law. Doilies and pristine furniture. A few cardboard boxes were flattened and leaning against a wall. The kids had toys strewn on the floor, and he’d kill to have a Barbie to step over in the middle of the night again.

The living room opened into a kitchen, and he followed Sarah to the table. A newspaper had been laid out. Pen marks and circles decorated what looked like the classifieds. Heaviness hung on his chest. She’s slipping further away from me.

He tried to read her notes without being obvious. “What are you doing here?”

“What are you doing here?” she countered, sitting down and snagging her pen.

Sarcastic Sarah. Again, not expected. “I didn’t mean…” God. Could he really not form coherent thoughts around her?

She studied him then tilted her head to the side, slowly twirling the pen. “I’m looking for a job.”

“A job?”

“You know, what people do to make money? Not everyone kills and maims in order to put food on the table.”

He deserved that one. Time was ticking, and he had no response. “I’ve missed you like crazy, angel.”

Angel had just popped out. It was natural, more than saying her name, but maybe not appropriate. Too bad. She had always been his angel. Nothing had changed for him.

Her bottom lip quivered until she thinned it into a line. Sarah twirled the pen again and studied the paper. “Here’s one for a preschool teacher.” Her voice waivered. “I’d be perfect for that.”

He took a step closer, and his arms ached to hold his wife. “Yeah, you would.”

“How would you know, Brock?” Her chin jutted up, her eyes watery and wounded. “We don’t know each other.”

“You don’t mean that.” He pulled the chair out next to her. So close, but he wouldn’t touch her. He shouldn’t. No matter how badly he craved her. “I need to explain things to you. Be upfront whereas before I was… vague.”

“Vague? Vague wasn’t my problem.”

“I didn’t know what to do. I messed up. Bad. But it was like my world went black when you all were taken. I couldn’t think. Nothing was logical. It was all survive and react.”

“I never knew how close our family was to danger. Brock, you almost had another woman killed. That’s not an environment I want to raise our children in.”

She was concerned about Sugar? He wanted to shake Sarah. So what? God love Sugar. But he loved his family. His wife. There wasn’t anything he wouldn’t sacrifice to return them to safety. “Sugar is not your problem. And I know, from the bottom of my soul, you wouldn’t care what I did if it protected Jess and Kelly. Let’s boil it down to basics. Bad things happened, and I was the cause.”

She looked away, and tears streamed over her cheeks. “I can’t talk about this. I can’t even breathe thinking about it.”

He needed to wipe them away. Needed to make her hurt dissipate. But he didn’t know the rules right now. Couldn’t risk scaring her. “I take the blame for all of this. Things should’ve been different before you were taken.” Guilt exploded in his gut. He threaded his fingers into his hair. “I would’ve done anything to bring you girls home safe. You can’t see that, and I can’t explain that. So just know I did what I thought was best while I was out of my mind.”

She sniffled, wiping away the waterworks. “I’m not sure what to think.”

The minutes were clicking by, and he hadn’t said anything worth a damn. “I want my wife back. I’ll spend the rest of my life making sure you feel safe again.” It was rushed. Not eloquent, but there it was. The truth.

Her eyes locked on his, the look caressing him down to his soul. What he wouldn’t do to kiss her right now. That was how he always felt about her. Especially when he came off the job. He needed her touch. Her kiss. Salve to the wounds she couldn’t see.

Shutting her eyes, she licked her lips and refocused on him. “Three minutes are up. I think you should go.”

His heart sank deep in the murky waters of abandonment. “Angel—”

“I can’t do this. I can’t risk the girls again.”

“I can make this better. Safer. Don’t take my girls from me.” His voice cracked. Time was up; he needed a last plea. “Don’t walk away. Not from us.”

She shook her head, and he tried to remember everything Mia Winters had told him when she’d shown up shortly after her husband had left, touting her therapist card. That Sarah probably felt victimized. That she didn’t understand her own feelings yet, that she needed to place blame and have an outlet. That shutting down and barricading herself were self-preservation mechanisms.

Thank God his buddy’s wife was a psychologist with a major case of two-cent-itis, because Brock hadn’t thought past his own feelings. He’d been content to wallow and drink.

“I love you. And I love our girls.” Against all of Mia’s advice, he pulled an envelope from his back pocket and slid it on top of the newspaper. “If they’re okay to stay with your mom for a little bit, maybe you can take a chance with me, focus on rebuilding our family again. Rebuilding us.”

Sarah rubbed the corner of the envelope. “What do you mean? What’s in here?”

“Airplane tickets.”

“Airplane tickets?” She yanked her hand back like the envelope had bitten her. “Why? To where?”

“A private island in the Caribbean.” He took her hand, enveloping it between his palms. Her arm stiffened, but she didn’t pull away. “We can, ya know, focus on you and me. We’ll hash everything out in a neutral setting. Reconnect.” Neutral, reconnect. Two buzz words Mia had used over and over.

“I don’t want to reconnect.”

This was the best idea he had. His go-big-or-go-home strategy, and it’d taken a lot of help from Mia. There might be simpler ways to rebuild their life other than jet-setting to a tropical getaway, but this was the one that worked best in his head. Mia said the idea was too big, and maybe he should’ve listened. Maybe he should listen to anyone but himself where his family was concerned, because his choices weren’t working.

Brock pressed her hand in his grip, unwilling to let go and give up. “I talked to, um, somebody. A therapist. Mia Winters. She works with Titan sometimes and said this idea was too much. Too bold or aggressive. But why hold back? I’ve got nothing left to lose.”

Sarah’s bottom lip dropped open. “A therapist?”

“She also said there was stuff we could do. Talk about. Think about. Do, to work shit out.” Why did talking to someone make him feel like a pussy? Such an awkward conversation, with Mia, and now Sarah. But screw it, whatever it took. He brought her knuckles to his chin, not daring to kiss them but needing their touch.

“I’m not sure…”

This was the most uncomfortable conversation, maybe ever. But if it had to be said, then fine. He was saying it. “We could go see a counselor, or whatever they’re called. Do that once-a-week appointment thing for a few months. Or we could take off, just the two of us, for as long as it takes. I’ll answer your questions. We’ll make changes that work for us. Make us us again. Better than before.”

“But…”

She wasn’t saying no. That was a good thing. She hadn’t reminded him that he was long past the three-minute mark. “It’d be like a second honeymoon,” he urged.

She snatched her hand away.

Wrong thing to say. Honeymoons were all about flirting and screwin’ and—well, he’d take that too. “Angel.”

“Time to go.” She stood up, nearly knocking over her chair.

Still seated, he looked at the floor, dropped his forearms to his knees, and bent over. So close, and she was backing away again. He scrubbed a hand over his face then raised his head to rake his gaze over her. That knockout was still his wife, and there wasn’t a thing wrong with wanting her like he always did. Perfect breasts. Perfect hips. Pouty lips that could kiss and suck. No, nothing about the word honeymoon was off-putting to him.

Brock unfolded himself from the chair. He crossed his arms and studied. Dilated pupils. Shorter breaths. Her sharp stare dropped to the tattoos on his arm then roamed across his chest. He might not be Titan anymore, but he still had the skills to decipher the micro-emotions of a victim. Sarah wasn’t reacting as a victim. Not right now. She was reacting aroused. Shocked, maybe at how she felt, angry that her responses betrayed her attitude. But honeymoon didn’t scare her from him, just their conversation.

“Hell, I’ve missed you.” The words rumbled from his chest.

She took a step back, her nipples outlined through the fabric of her shirt. “You already said that.”

Springing an erection on her would be a worst-case scenario. Smart idea or not, he took a step forward. And another. Until Sarah was against the wall and he had inches to spare. “If you think packing up and moving out does anything to change my wanting you, you’re crazy. Because goddamn, angel, it’d be a lie. Take your ticket. Think it over and get on the plane.”

He brushed the hair off her cheek, pinning it behind an ear, and kissed her cheek. He lingered, letting his hips feel their fire, and he breathed in summer and sunshine. A nice, long breath. Just in case she didn’t show and he needed something to remember.

Brock stepped back. Her eyes were closed. Her chin dropped down. His eyes traveled over her body, memorizing every swell and curve. It was her hands that would stick with him. Palms flat against the wall. Fingers splayed and flexed.

He turned, took his one ticket from the envelope, and left her alone with her thoughts.

CHAPTER THREE

 

Surprised by the tsunami of skin prickles cascading down her neck, Sarah clung to the wall long after Brock’s heavy footfalls retreated out the front door. Her eyes stayed closed, still seeing him. Feeling him. Craving him.

She slid down the wall, landing in a turned-on mess. He’d always been her superhero. She’d always been his angel. Why did he have to break that out, when she had been struck so vulnerable by his very presence?

The Brock she’d married didn’t run off and talk to therapists. He had all the answers. He’d known all solutions… well, until he didn’t. In years of marriage, they’d had their share of fights. But he’d never been flat-out wrong. Even if she’d accused him of it. Until she and the kids had been taken.

Sarah slipped a hand over her open mouth. For all his muscles, his warrior-like toughness, he’d made himself vulnerable and asked for help. A therapist? It was so unlike him.

But that wasn’t why she plastered herself against the wall and remained on her floor, nearly hyperventilating. His smoky, dark eyes comforted her, even if his arms hadn’t. They’d seared her senseless. She couldn’t help but visually trace the cording of his muscles. The colors tattooed on his arm that she knew spilled onto his back.

He was rock solid. Wide as their house. Defined tall, dark, and deadly. He’d worshipped the ground she walked on. She knew that, and seeing him was a vivid reminder. Her mind was cloudy and confused. Every time she thought of the kids’ safety, she panicked. When she thought of him, she felt betrayed. But when she saw him, Brock broke through the mental barrier she’d erected for protection.

Her phone rang from on top of the table and, sitting on a lump on the floor, she decided to let it go to voice mail.

The kids!

Panic struck as her pulse hurdled erratically. She jumped to her feet. Irrational, unreasonable concern for their safety flooded her thoughts. Swiping the phone from the table, she read Nicola’s name on the display. Another Titan wife she hadn’t known until recently. Sarah had been cocooned in her little world, while other Titan men had loved and lived, in public. What had made Brock so scared to share them?

Catching her breath, she mentally scolded herself for thinking the worst about Kelly and Jessica. She’d come to Pennsylvania to get away from her paranoia. Like the distance would somehow help. It didn’t.

The phone continued to ring, still Nicola. She answered. “Hey, girl.”

“Sarah. Dang, it takes you forever to pick up. We—”

“We?” she asked, sliding into the chair Brock had just used.

“Sugar’s here too.”

“Hey,” Sugar said. “We’re in Nic’s car. Speakerphone.”

Sarah had briefly met Nicola but liked her. “Hey, Sugar.” Since she had them on the phone and the question was fresh in her mind, Sarah used the call to her advantage. “Who’s Mia Winters?”

“Good.” Sugar laughed. “Brock’s been there already.”

“You knew?” She glared at the floor. “A little warning would’ve been nice.”

“No, we just found out,” Nicola answered. “Sugar bothered Jared, who’d been talking to Mia. Those two are chatty-Cathies, I’m telling you. Anyway, you talked to Brock?”

Talked? Not so much. Pretty much stared. Years of marriage and the man was every bit as hot as when she’d first seen him. Actually, probably hotter. He’d matured. Shed his post-military body for the hunk of steel Titan had turned him into. “Yes. Well, sort of. Wait, tell me about Mia.”

Sugar jumped in. “Mia just had a baby. Winters is her husband. He never goes by Colby, but that’s his first name. She’s a military therapist. Deals with all those Special Forces types who can’t talk about their nightmares and paranoia, helps them transition into everyday life.”

Nightmares and paranoia? Sounded like her. “She talked to Brock.”

“She talks to all of them,” Nicola said. “Easygoing but tough as nails. If that makes sense.”

“Guess so.” Then again, all these Titan ladies seemed laid-back and unflappable. Just like she’d thought she was, until an abduction had proven her wrong.

“Well?” both Sugar and Nicola asked in unison.

“Well, what?”

“Don’t play stupid. What’d your superhero have to say?”

Sarah’s cheeks heated. She’d told Sugar that Brock was her superhero before the truth had come out. “He’s not my—never mind. He talked to Mia.”

“Yeah, we got that, hon. Keep going.”

Sugar was the bossy one of the group, that was for sure. “They talked about how we could, I don’t know. This feels so stupid to say out loud. How we could make things work again. I guess. He didn’t go into details.”

“He drove to Pennsylvania and didn’t go into details?” Nicola scoffed. “Typical man.”

“He gave me an airplane ticket.”

Silence.

For a second, which Sugar broke. Big surprise. “To where?”

“I, um, haven’t actually looked. It’s in an envelope.”

“Well, Jesus, Sarah. Go look. We’ll wait.”

She laughed. Yup, Sugar was definitely the bossy one. “Okay.”

Why was she nervous to open the envelope? Maybe because she was considering it. The kids would be fine with her mom. They’d spent plenty of vacations with their grandma before, without her or Brock. Maybe because she didn’t know how she felt about staying married, but when he was in front of her, all she could think about was the benefits of being married.

She peeled back the flap and pulled out her ticket. Leaving in two days. Flying first class. “Saint Lucia.”

Nicola squealed. “Oh, I love it there!”

Sugar grumbled. “I’ve never been.”

Laughing, Nicola added, “Well, I’ve never vacationed there. But I did have some downtime while playing spy games. I was able to take in a few tiki bars. All part of my cover. You wouldn’t believe how international terrorists like their island getaways. But I wasn’t complaining.”

Sarah chewed her lip. “I’ve never been either.” What would she bring? A swimsuit or a chastity belt? It’d be hard to focus on rebuilding a marriage if all she wanted to do was focus on his—wait. Was she considering this? And had simply seeing him been enough to start thawing her thoughts on staying married? Because she still had the same concerns. Major concerns. She didn’t know who he really was. She needed to protect her children from the lifestyle he led.

“So, it’s settled.” Sugar sighed. “You and Brock are rehabbing marriage in the tropical land of luxury. If I were the romantic type, I’d think this was sweet.”

It was settled? Not sure anything was settled. “I don’t—”

“If Cash and I ever have a major blowout, please tell him to bring me to an island.”

Major blowout? This was more than that. She’d made the decision to separate from her husband. But she was, at least for this phone call’s sake, agreeing to give him a second chance. “I have to think about it.”

Sugar made a humming noise. “Do you love the man, Sarah?”

Oh no. Now the ladies were digging in deep. She couldn’t ignore them. They’d just show up on her doorstep like Brock. “Yes. I did. I mean, I don’t really know who he is.”

“That crap again. See, Nic, I told ya.”

“Sarah.” Nicola’s tone was no-BS. “You can be mad at someone and still love ’em. You can hate them and still love them. Forget what he did. What you think he did. Forget it all and remember just the guy. Do you want to give him a chance?”

“Yes.” She nodded. In an instant, tears welled and dropped onto the plane ticket. She’d been a sopping, crying mess. Out of character and ridiculous.

“Was he a good husband?”

“He was until—”

“Nuh-uh.” Sugar stopped her.

“Forget his ways and means,” Nicola continued. “In your mind, define what makes a good husband and see if he tried.”

He provided for them, like he’d promised he always would. He loved her, loved the kids, without reservation. He’d never cheat. Never so much as look at another woman. He’d kill to protect his family.

She dropped the ticket onto the table. It was common vernacular. An everyday saying. I’d kill for a bowl of ice cream. I’d kill to protect my family. But Brock really would. And would she want it any other way?

No. She wouldn’t. She knew that deep within her heart. So what was her holdup, and why was she running?

“I have to go, ladies,” she whispered. Everything was clearer and more confusing than it had been before her phone had rung. “Wait, text me Mia’s phone number. I want to talk to her too.”

“Will do.” Sarah could hear the smile in Nicola’s voice.

“Send us a postcard,” Sugar added before the line disconnected.

CHAPTER FOUR

 

Two days. It hadn’t been enough time for Sarah. Her kids continued to be thrilled with their new school and the friends they made in the neighborhood. Her mom hadn’t said much when she’d explained she was heading to Saint Lucia. But the look she gave Sarah made her feel like a teenager all over again. Her mom loved Brock. Had no idea why she’d left him and was taking his side without saying anything. Just that look. Irritating.

Sarah had also had two very long phone calls with Mia. After repeating several times that couple’s counseling wasn’t her specialty, Mia had talked about Sarah’s abduction experience and the mental ramifications that came with that type of trauma.

Trauma didn’t seem like the right word. At first. She’d thought about trauma in terms of emergency rooms. Lots of blood. Car accidents or school shootings. Major circumstances like that. But the more Mia talked, the better understanding Sarah had that trauma could be physical or emotional. There were people who’d been watching the Twin Towers fall from the safety of their living rooms, and they had mental and physical reactions, years later, when they saw low-flying planes. Mia called it post-traumatic stress disorder. PTSD.

Mia also hadn’t been sure that flying to Saint Lucia was the best answer for Sarah and Brock to work out their problems, especially if there was a traumatic stress issue.

She had thought about everything Mia had said, then spent an unhealthy amount of the day on the Internet before she’d come to the unscientific determination that Mia was right. She suffered from PTSD and had to deal with it.

But also, the more Sarah analyzed her life before the abduction… I didn’t live. I just moved through the motions.

Some days her husband was there. Some days he wasn’t. Sometimes she wanted more, and other days, the complacency of life was fine.

“Final boarding call…” The overhead speaker announced her flight for the third time since she’d been in the bathroom nearest the gate, holding the sink rim and trying not to toss her breakfast.

“You can do this.” She stared in the mirror and ignored the people eyeing her as they washed their hands. “Get on that plane.”

She ran out the door, through a crowd of travelers to her gate. Her purse bumped under her arm, all the contents threatening to spill.

“Wait!”

Before the door shut, a flight attendant turned around, annoyed. “Almost missed us. Ticket?”

Hands shaking, she pulled the ticket out. “Here.”

A quick scan of the ticket and a fake smile, and the attendant handed her ticket back. “Enjoy your flight.”

***

Brock looked out the window. The luggage had been loaded. The crew had gone through its pre-flight check. It’d been a while since he’d flown on a non-chartered flight, but the procedures were all the same. He’d been offered a pillow, a drink, then a beverage because apparently he looked like he needed it.

Sitting in the front row of first class, he saw every person get on the plane. None were his wife. He sank into the chair, not believing he was flying solo to paradise. First decision to make, should he drink himself back into a stupor where the Titan guys wouldn’t come kick his ass, or should he fly back and try Sarah again? He pinched his eyes shut and saw her pink smile, could smell her familiar essence. A primal, possessive roar threatened to escape. Easy decision. He’d fly back and try again.

“Hi.” Her soft voice pulled him to the present. “Sorry I’m late.”

Angel. The pressure grinding inside melted away. She was taking a chance on him, thank God.

“Hey.” He jumped up to help her to her seat, unsure what steps to take. Should he hug her? Smile? Make awkward small talk?

Sarah scooted by him, making herself small in the narrow space and clutching her purse to her chest. She collapsed into the seat and buckled in. “I almost didn’t get on.”

“Glad you did.” Understatement of the day.

“I talked to Mia.”

Alrighty, no small talk. Sarah was jumping in, and he could too. “Okay.”

“I think…” She leaned over and tucked her bag under the seat and sat up, holding his gaze. She pushed her tiny shoulders back and raised her chin. “I have some traumatic stress issues to work out.”

Now there’s a big revelation. He saw it often with victims Titan rescued, but he never stuck around for the aftershocks. Was never part of the process after Titan declared mission accomplished. What did he say to that light bulb? Whatever it was, he sure didn’t want another reaction like when he dropped honeymoon.

“Okay,” he murmured. So much for jumping into a conversation when all he could manage was a stupid word.

She didn’t seem to notice his limited vocabulary. “But there’s more than traumatic fallout to work through. If we can give our relationship another chance, then I want to work on other things as well.”

Other things? Like what? She toyed with her bottom lip. It was a familiar hesitation. There was more to come. Not entirely sure he wanted to hear it though. Seriously, there were other things to work on? News flash to him and a knock to his ego.

“I was happy, Brock. But I was complacent happy. Hot husband. Quiet life. No worries. But now I want more.”

He stilled his head from a harsh welcome-to-reality shake, all shocked and defensive. She hadn’t been happy? What on earth was complacent happy? The flight attendant who’d offered him a soda then a bourbon tinkered nearby, and he could tell she was listening. This was a very private conversation, and it was about to happen in a very public place. The other passengers felt too close. Prying eyes and ears awaited his faults not just as a protector, now also as a husband.

If Sarah could wait until they had the white noise of flying, that’d be his preference. His fingers wanted to tap, but his brain was pulling rank and telling him to shut up and listen. If Sarah would give him a chance, why risk losing it again? “More. Okay. You want more.”

Her participation meant an interest in bringing his family home again. So he could man up and do more. He needed to know what more was, but he could do it. Weren’t too many things in life he couldn’t do. A little guidance would be necessary. More seemed vague. More was unexpected.

His collar felt tight as he swallowed a lump of uncertainty. “I’m game. But…”

“But what?” Her brown eyes narrowed.

“I think better in terms of specifics. Strategic objectives. Tactical maneuvers.”

A tiny, relieved smile upturned the corners of her lips. “You’re looking for a battle plan?”

Now she was speaking his language. “Actually, I had a battle plan, angel. But more may’ve just thrown me.”

“You show me yours; I’ll show you mine.”

Every dirty thought he’d ever had about his wife came up in intense detail. Showing her goods wasn’t what Sarah meant, but she never had shied away from what she wanted. Right? After two kids and ten-plus years together, they didn’t have a problem in the bedroom. Still, it didn’t keep his imagination in check.

“Brock?”

Back to the more conversation. “Yeah?”

“You got me on this plane, now what?”

Sharing his battle plan with the enemy was a no-go. But she wasn’t the enemy. Sarah was the goal. Bringing her and the girls back home was his objective. All the details that went into his plan were mission critical. He’d need a little forgiveness and acceptance of his explanations. He agreed that she’d lobbed their marriage away because she was traumatized, not reacting clearly. Healing was needed. How upfront should he be with his tactical maneuvers?

Decision made: tell her the end goal. “I don’t want to go home until I know we’re really going home. Together.”

The captain came over the loudspeaker, announcing they were next in line for takeoff. Brock wasn’t used to the waits and delays of commercial flights. When Titan wanted to go somewhere, they’d go. If he wanted to go somewhere, he’d fly ’em. His hands itched for the control of the cockpit. In there, everything was measured and displayed. Every calculation scientific, a known reaction for every manipulation.

Sarah looked out the window as they took off then back to him. “You’re assuming this will work?”

Yeah. “Maybe the same way you’re not? I don’t fail, angel—”

“You did.” The tart words flowed over her sweet lips as her eyes hardened. “And that’s why we’re here.”

That stung a dagger to the damn heart. He was shut down, nowhere to go, and wanted to scream, You’re alive, aren’t you? The kids are safe. I didn’t fail!  A restless tightness in his chest itched to escape. He might’ve gotten her on the plane, but her tone said that was all he had.

He and Sarah sat a million miles apart, climbing toward their cruising altitude. The therapist’s voice rang in his head. She’s been wounded. You’ve been unavailable. For everything that went wrong, you’re the scapegoat. Not that it’s right, but that’s probably the way she feels. You both need to heal, together. If that’s really what you want.

It was what he wanted, and even though he didn’t believe he’d failed, Sarah thought so. Damn, he wasn’t used to failing in her eyes and certainly not getting called for it with such anger from his wife. He swallowed his pride, ignored the pressure in his chest, and let minutes pass.

The cabin’s overhead lights dimmed, and after the flight attendant offered him another drink, he turned his attention to Sarah. “Tell me about more.”

Her eyes bounced away from him, nervously avoiding him. She nodded and smoothed her hands over her pants. After a moment of rifling through her purse, she pulled out a purple fabric-covered book. “You have a battle plan. I have chicken scratch.”

Handing it to him, her hesitancy was overpowering, and she waited, sitting still as a statue. The brightly colored suede cover showed cared-for wear, and his thumb toyed with the edges of thick paper. “What is this?”

It looked special. Treasured, and he’d never seen it before.

“Open it.”

Butterflies swirled in his stomach at the secret in his hands. Since when did Sarah keep secrets from him? Probably since he’d been so open about why he’d had them live off the grid and hidden the details of what he did for a living.

Or hell, had it not been a secret? Had he just not noticed?

He opened past the first few pages, watching her expressive eyes watch him, then looked down.

His breath caught in his chest. “This isn’t chicken scratch, angel.”

He turned another page. More of the same. Page after page, he took in pencil-sketched scenes. Stars and mountains. Ocean waves breaking on a beachfront. Incredible detail, as if photographs had transfixed themselves from real life to sketch paper. Minute details. Powerful, purposeful smudges. Light, dark. Shading and space. It was raw, uninhibited talent.

“You drew all these?”

She nodded, a shy grin and a pink hue cast on her face.

His wife was an artist? An extraordinary artist. And he hadn’t a clue. “I never knew.”

She leaned back into her chair again, breathing out a sigh. “I know. I’ve kept a lot from you. Not intentionally.” She looked out the window again. “I shouldn’t have thrown that failure jab. Something clicks in my head, and I either shut down or lash out.”

Classic PTSD. How much had she talked to Mia?

Her forearm draped over the armrest, and he took her hand, smoothing his thumb over the ridges of her balled fist.

“You’ve been through a lot.”

Her shoulders scrunched. “I always thought I was strong.”

“You are.”

Sarah shook her head and laughed sadly. “I’m not. Actually, I was up all last night writing down everything I should’ve told you. It’s toward the back of my sketch book. That’s the more. That’s what I want.”

Her tight fist relaxed, but her fingers fidgeted in his hand while she shifted in her chair.

He cleared his throat. “Look…” All this honesty bullshit burned like indigestion. Didn’t taste good coming up, and ignoring it didn’t help. “I thought I was strong too.”

Brown eyes flashed to him, ready to lob an accusation. But nothing came. Progress?

He continued, “I thought I was invincible. Could control the world. Guess when you can fly hot and fast, wire explosives to take out a cartel, you just assume you can save the girl. You were right, angel. I put you and the girls in danger. It killed me. Sliced my soul into pieces.”

Saying it out loud hurt. Physically hurt. Stomachache. Throat ache. Headache.

“Brock… I didn’t mean…”

“Whatever you meant, that’s the truth.”

Putting it out there, showing his ass to the universe, didn’t make the aches lessen. The jet engines droned. Heavy silence blanketed them.

“Like I said, I was up all night.” She stifled a yawn. “I’m going to close my eyes. But you should read what I wrote. If you want to. Maybe you’ll want to write down some stuff too. It… was eye-opening.”

Write down stuff? No, thank you. Jotting down the emo-explosion from within was a little too mamsy-pansy for him. If he did that, he’d have to queue up some new age music on his iPod and trade in his thick-as-mud black coffee for some feel-good herbal tea.

What he wanted was for his woman to fall asleep against him. She could snooze, he could page through her notes, see what more was, and adjust his strategy as needed.

Sarah pulled the center armrest up, and he lifted his arm for her to lean against him. But she didn’t. She leaned against the window, pulled the shade down over her shoulder, and tucked her feet in where the armrest had been. Balled up, she’d positioned the absolute farthest away she could’ve been without switching seats.

Wrong again. His head dropped, and he ran a hand through his hair. Time to gather intelligence. The purple book held the answers.

Skipping past pictures better suited for a gallery than a sketchbook, he found the first page of notes.

My List of Secrets.

CHAPTER FIVE

 

Brock started with the section Sarah had titled Secrets and ended with her bulleted Bucket List. No way was he writing down anything comparable. First, because his self-worth as a husband had drained down the shitter, and, second, because his thoughts were all shock ’n awed.

Looking from the purple notebook to the sleeping beauty, he knew his eyebrows neared his hairline. Knew there was a perma-blush dyeing his cheeks. What he hadn’t known was his wife.

As the jet descended, Sarah stirred. His heart clattered inside his chest. Not rhythmic. Definitely sporadic and panicked and turned-the-hell-on.

She would ask if he’d read her notebook. He could lie and say no. He could combust and say yes. Or he could just look at her the way he knew he was looking at her now, and she wouldn’t have to ask the question.

His skin was crawling, burning to touch her. Be with her. Make her read aloud everything she’d penned on paper.

Fuck, man. He needed off this plane. Now.

Wheels hit the ground, and Sarah’s eyes cracked open, locking on his. She didn’t blink. Didn’t smile. Didn’t have to. “You read it.”

One short chop of his head issued a confirmation.

“What’d you think?”

He blew out a hard breath, feeling too confined by the seat belt and his pants. “That we’re not having this conversation in the front row of first class.”

She giggled. Giggled. Her cheeks pinked, and goddamn, if this plane didn’t get to the gate and un-board them, he was going to pull the emergency hatch.

Never. Again. Would he fly commercial. Never.

Finally, the damn door opened, and he took Sarah by the hand. She said his name, probably grabbed her purse and that notebook. He never needed to read that notebook again, every word emblazoned on his memory.

Focused solely on finding a private location, he marched them out. They were the first ones onto the runway, and he scanned the perimeter. Old habit, looking for potential threats, but right now, he mostly needed to find the quickest way inside.

“Brock,” she called, keeping up with his quick pace. “Brock.”

They reached inside; air conditioning bathed across his heated skin that had nothing to do with the tropics. He turned and raked a gaze over her body. Seclusion. Needed. Now.

Nowhere met his criteria. Wasn’t there a flyer’s club? Meeting rooms? An isolated gate with rows of empty chairs was ahead. It’d be good enough until he regrouped.

They reached the semi-insulated area, and he spun around to face the vixen he didn’t know as well as he should. Brown eyes flared; flecks of copper sparkled. Her face was so familiar but suddenly so different. Long eyelashes and a tiny, heart-shaped face peered up. Lips that she licked when she was nervous, licked when she was turned on. Lips that she licked right now.

“Angel.” He inhaled through his nose, trying to slow his roll. Mauling her in an airport probably wasn’t high on her recover-rebuild list. His mind flashed back to her notes. Well, maybe it was. I want us to be more spontaneous. I want the superhero to come home and take me. Nothing to do with being his wife. Everything to do with uncontrollable testosterone.

He treaded choppy water. One wrong move and it could all end with her jabbing her finger into his chest, reminding him how he’d let them down. “Sarah. You didn’t write down a lot about surviving an abduction. About feeling traumatized.”

“Nope. I didn’t.”

Her breasts were perked, the rise and fall of her chest mirroring his. They stood inches apart, and he came closer. Hands on her shoulders, sliding down her arms, anchoring on her waist. She didn’t flinch. No pulling away this time. “I’m going to say or do the wrong thing. Then you’ll peel out, leaving me with a hard-on in an airport. Alone.”

“I’m barely listening to you now. Don’t worry about it.”

Her honesty made him sway on his feet. “I can’t keep my hands off you.”

“Good.”

“Angel. Not what I expected.”

She nodded. “Think that’s been the problem.”

A growl rumbled in his chest. “I didn’t know there was a problem.”

“Fine.” Her tongue wicked over her bottom lip again. “Wrong word.”

“Tell me the right one.”

“More,” she whispered, smooth as silk.

Same word, better context. It made him growl, again. He didn’t ask. Wouldn’t hesitate. Not now. It’d been too long since he’d tasted her. Since he’d held her hungry little body against his.

“What changed, Sarah? You went to sleep pissed. And now…”

“And now I can’t breathe for wanting you. I woke up, and your eyes were on fire. You haven’t looked at me like that in years. All need. All want.”

Hands still around her waist, he lifted her like she was nothing, and her fingers knotted into his hair. Her lips brushed against his, smooth and luscious. He bit the bottom one, sucked it into his mouth. Released and bit again.

Her purr danced over his mouth, followed by an enslaving slash of her tongue. The harder he kissed her, the more she gripped his hair, pulling at his scalp and driving him on. Feasting. Devouring. Ravenous. Their mouths dueled, their tongues chased. She tasted of spearmint, welcoming his intensity. Primal, elemental, she floored him. Overwhelming in a way that made a furious desire drown out their surroundings.

Her hands jerked him to her. Hell yes, angel. Anything she wanted. Fingernails pricked his scalp, dragging down to the back of his neck. Clawing as he kissed her. I thought we had a spark before. She’s right. I’m wrong. We can get to more.

Hard, peaked nipples pressed into his chest. He backed to a row of chairs, falling back with her straddling his lap. He couldn’t breathe. Opened his eyes and couldn’t take them off her if he wanted. They burned copper-brown, staring deeply at him. Unblinking. Unwavering.

Her lips lingered on his. Harsh breaths tangled. Their chests galloped together, his heart slamming. They could stay in this seat, locked like this, together. Not sharing a word, not needing to, and everything would be communicated.

But still… He’d said it before, he’d say it again and again until he heard it back. “I’ve missed you.”

Sarah nodded, eyes on fire. “Hotel room?”

He hadn’t expected anything this fast. “Airport and resorts are on opposite sides of the island.” He cursed the logistics. “Two-hour drive. Dog-leg turns over potholes.” Not sexy or fast.

“Figure something out.”

Yes, ma’am. He jumped up and set her down. Lacing her fingers into his, they took off down the corridor, his erection painfully evident and pushing into his jeans. They rounded the corner and found the driver he’d arranged for with their luggage piled on a cart, ready to go.

“Where’s your ride, man?” Brock stood an easy five inches over the uniformed chauffer and pulled a wad of cash out of his pocket. “For your troubles. I need to speak with my wife. Alone. Can you take a walk? Grab some coffee? I’ll find you once we’ve… talked.”

Without batting a questioning look, the driver directed them to go out the door and to a waiting, running Hummer. Brock took her hand and led her to the vehicle, exactly where the driver said it would be.

He pulled open the door and lifted her inside. “Up and in, angel.”

Sarah turned in the back seat, grabbing him by the shirt collar. “Spontaneous and public. You did read what I wrote.”

It’d been memorized, but right now he was acting on pure, instinctive need. Public, private, didn’t matter. This was them on more, and he liked it.

CHAPTER SIX

 

Sarah was tired of ignoring the little whispers in her head. The ones that fought for his attention while she tried to run away from him.

When she’d packed her belongings and moved out, the voices had said she needed to come to grips with what had happened, not run away from the man who’d do anything to save his family.

In the guest house, when he’d stalked close and she’d clawed the wall, those little voices had screamed for her to kiss him. Jump in his arms. Take and feel and do everything they’d been so good at while married.

And when Sarah had pushed herself, made herself write down everything she really wanted if they moved forward on their marriage reboot, the same little voices had given her a laundry list of feasts and exploits that she secretly dared to fantasize about but never shared.

Until today.

Now, Sarah and the sultry little voices in her head were in sync, and caveat one to staying married was to see if she could be all she wanted to be.

Brock possessed a hardcore edge to him. Brooding and dangerous. When he came home from Titan, she saw remnants of his darker side. She wanted to tap into that part of him. Now. Hormones spiked through her, traveling from her panted breaths to her womb.

She fisted his shirt tighter and pulled again. “I don’t want easy.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it.” His teeth were clenched, and he lumbered over her, closing the car door behind him.

Her thighs pushed wide open, her shorts had ridden up, pinching and pressing. The momentary pain did nothing but steel her breath, bait her for his touch. She needed this and flexed against him, trying to both alleviate and exacerbate the torturous swirls deep inside.

Her hands reached between them, found his belt clasp as he popped the button on her shorts, ratcheting her excitement up even more. They were on a mad dash. It was uncontrollable and incredible. His hands ripped up her silk shirt, pushing past the barrier of her lace bra. Never did she think they’d have sex in a car minutes after landing. But who cared? He was her husband.

Oh God. Brock’s fingers cupped her breast. Massaging. Squeezing almost painfully tight. Pleasure and pain were what she craved. His fingers found her erect nipple and grazed over the tip. He teased and toyed while he loomed over her, rubbing his impressive length against her on the cramped confines of the back seat.

The man was huge. Smooth, beautiful steel. Perfect shaft. Perfect crown. He took her breath away after years of sucking, screwing, and dreaming about him.

He abandoned her nipple, snatching the fabric of her bra cups and dragging it below her breasts. Freed of their constraint, they reached for him and his head dipped. His mouth just as aggressive as his hand had been. He lavished her other mound. Biting, tormenting. Scratching his teeth over the fleshy weight until he found its center and drew her deep into his mouth.

Her body clenched. Senses roared to life, a tornado of climax building within her, traveling from nipple to clit. A sudden ambush of his fingers pushed past the lace of her thong and delved into her deeply. A welcome, violent intrusion.

“Yes,” fell from her lips. Her legs spread wider as he pumped his hand. His mouth abused her tit until she catapulted, screaming, moaning, crying in ecstasy.

“More.” He roared against her skin, pulled his hand free, and shucked her shorts down her legs. So fast, so abrupt the zipper scratched her thigh, and her shorts remained looped around an ankle. She pulled free the clasp of his buckle, yanked his pants down the solid slope of his ass. Hard and muscular, she dug her fingers into his flesh as he slammed into her. Pushing his cock deep inside, her body easily accepted his spear. All the way to the hilt, his sac slapped her as he entered and withdrew and pounded again.

“Fuck me, angel.”

Her eyes flew open. His face pure alpha. Smoky eyes blazing. Deep concentration straining on his face. She succumbed to the all-powerful look, melted into his complete ownership. One leg wedged against the back seat, the other wrapped around his driving thighs. She met him, matched him, stroke for stroke.

They spiraled higher together. Sweat soaked, moans grinding through kisses and bites. He gripped her ass, and deeper he drove, until she was blinded with need. Unable to see anything other than the onslaught of a terrifyingly powerful climax.

It hit her more strongly than she expected. Muscles spasming. Lungs heaving. Reaching for heaven and knowing it was in her arms. He buried deep, hot seed spilling into her. Penetrating her will. Marking her as his. This was what she wanted. More than they’d ever had. More emotion. More power. More strength. It pummeled her into a heaping, uninhibited mess as she rode her wave on his shaft, coming down in a wonderful, near-painful way.

Brock collapsed, crushing and holding her. Breathing against her, into her, for her.

Tears welled in her eyes. Unexpected. “I’ve missed you too.”

***

Eyelids sliding closed, muscles unflexing, Brock inhaled deeply. Summer and sunshine. The woman he feared he’d lost forever, the one he still had so much to learn about after so many years together, clung to him.

He sat up, righting both their clothes, and pulled her onto his lap. “You good?” Not knowing what else to say, he figured it had to sound better than what now?

“Good.” She made a breathy, sated sound. “That was hot.”

A half grin curved up, and he gave a chuckle. “Yeah, it was, angel.”

“Different.”

He ducked his chin to press his lips on her forehead, letting them linger until she pulled away. “True.” They’d always had fireworks, but that’d just been TNT doused in gasoline.

“You think I’m crazy?” She wasn’t looking at him but out the tinted window. A cloud of uncertainty settled over her expression.

Cupping her chin, Brock drew her focus back inside. “Why would I think that?”

“Because one second, I don’t want to be married anymore. The next I’m asking for this.”

I bet she’s totally confused right now. She probably felt erratic, bouncing from one emotion to the next. He’d practically needed a Xanax prescription after she’d walked out, but she’d been through worse, completely unprepared for it. “No, angel. Far from crazy.”

“Why not?”

Reasonable question. She could be sensitive to anything he might say and react differently than either of them wanted to. But Sarah had also been upfront about her needs, and from the admittedly small pieces he knew of traumatic stress recovery, she deserved to hear how he saw the truth, even if it was handled with kid gloves.

He needed a solid minute to recover from their back-seat escape. “Give me a second.”

He jumped out of the Hummer, found the driver, then returned. No telling how this talk would go, they might as well have it on the road where she wouldn’t leap out and run.

The Caribbean air cleared his head, centered his goals. Rebuild our trust, reconnect our marriage. Moments later, she was nestled back onto his lap, their luggage safely stowed, and the Hummer was looping S-turns on a pocked road.

Where to begin? “The only reason you might be crazy is for putting up with me all these years. Imposing restrictions on our family. I’ve been a dick—”

“Not a dick. I easily could’ve questioned why and how we lived.”

“But you’re not crazy. Not for lashing out at me. Blaming me.” He brushed a lock of her hair off her cheek. “Hurt like hell though.”

The passing landscape caught her attention again, her discomfort evident. “I feel stupid. Everyone knows that I walked out. Just took the kids and left.”

“Everyone being Titan?”

“And their wives.”

“Trust me when I tell you, no one’s calling you names. I walked away from Titan. I was disloyal. If they have something nasty to say, it’ll be about me.”

“I’ve stayed in touch with Nicola and Sugar. I think they like me.”

“You’re easy to like.” His lips pressed a kiss to her shoulder while his heart squeezed. Of course they’d like her, and she never should’ve been so isolated to begin with.

She rocked a laid-back personality, always made him smile, and Sarah could run with the likes of Sugar and the Titan ladies. Not easy to do, but his wife could. No problem.

“We were so sheltered. Why didn’t you ever introduce me?”

Sheltered. The word stung. Before, it’d seemed like a practical defense strategy. Now, it seemed overbearing. “Everything got complicated. Recently and quickly. All of us were single. Married to the job.” He frowned, analyzing his poor rationale. “God, it’s been years since Jared started Titan. When we first hit the road, mission after mission, we accomplished a lot of good, taking out a lot of bad.”

She nodded as he summarized the last decade on the job.

“I met you, angel. Fell fast. Hard. You’re my world, my best friend, the sexiest damn thing I’ve ever set eyes on. I didn’t want to put a bull’s-eye on your pretty little forehead. I saw bad things happen to decent people; I’d made a lot of enemies. I never wanted that for you. Sure as fuck not for our girls. It seemed safer to bubble-wrap our life. I’d be home, things would be normal. I’d be gone, you did your thing. A protected existence.”

“But Nicola and Sugar? And Mia? They’ve got kids. I think.”

“They’re all new additions. It’s all happened so fast. And I never thought about it. Besides, how would that go? Well, look, here’s my wife. I’ve got one too.” He rubbed a hand over his face. “That sounds ridiculous. It just never came up, and I liked you safely away from that side of me.”

“That seems…” Her hand waved in the air, reaching for a lost word.

“Selfish. I see it now. What I did to protect you girls only made things worse. You’re my family. And Titan’s my family too.” At least they were. “You should’ve been part of that. Now I’ve lost them and am hoping to God that I haven’t lost you.”

She bit her lip.

“Angel, I’m not dumb enough to think hot sex in the back of a Hummer and a revelation about PTSD will bring you home. But it’d be a lie if I said I didn’t hope it did.”

She scanned the back seat, finally settling back on him. Her fingers twisted in her lap. “I’m going to see a counselor about that. The PTSD.” Her cheeks pinked, and he wished a serious screw could banish the negativity that came with mental blocks.

“Nothing wrong with talking to a pro. You lived through an awful experience.”

“I held it together for the girls. Too many young kids in the room to let me fall apart.” Her soft voice cracked. “I tried to pretend we were on vacation.”

“And for that, I’m grateful. Strongest woman I know.”

She scoffed. “Not really. There’s a big difference between pretending to be on vacation for the kids’ sake and hiding parts of myself from my husband because I didn’t push myself. That’s weak. I hid behind the excuse of ease.”

“You thought I’d judge?” Would he have? No. Not a chance. Especially when it came down to anything in the bedroom.

“No. Not judge.”

“Then what?”

“I don’t know…” She shrugged. “Do you have any secrets?”

“From you? No.”

Her brows bounced once, drifting down, sadly. Disappointed. “Oh.”

Was the disappointment in him or herself? He didn’t know. He wouldn’t call what he kept private secrets. Just thoughts he hadn’t shared. Which was… a secret. Hello, genius. “Well, that’s not true. I had my own secrets, I guess.”

Her eyes lit up, hopeful. “Tell me.”

“I mean, I don’t have some amazing talent that I’ve kept hidden.”

She batted his chest, and it was the first time that a warm smile had crossed her lips since they’d started the drive. Secrets weren’t secrets because he had something to hide. They’d just found a groove throughout years of marriage and kids. Asking for something bigger, stronger, more intense seemed unnecessary.

He wasn’t any damn good at sharing. But Sarah wanted it. He exhaled heavy thoughts. This rebuilding-reconnecting stuff made for some uncomfortable moments. He rolled his shoulders and readied to flounder his way through. Only another hour and a half to kill recouping and rehashing until they reached the resort. And their private room. It had a hot tub and a private pool…

He cleared his throat and channeled his inner emotive dude. “Jokes aside. I know you wrote it all in your notebook—you’ve never been one to keep your mouth shut when you want something—but reading those words, knowing… this assertive thing…” Nothing he said sounded like how he felt.

But she blinked, eyes acknowledging. “I wanted something new and told you.”

“Yes.” Exactly. “Things have always been hot. I’m not complaining. Never complained. Swear.” He crossed his heart.

She laughed. “I should’ve given you my honey-do-me-this-way list years ago.” Her fingers smoothed the collar of his shirt where she’d pulled earlier. “Tell me something you want. Or like. Something that’d surprise me.”

Like what? Think. “I like you direct. Explicit.” There. That wasn’t hard. Not specific, but it was fun, and he liked it. A lot.

“I want you to pick me up in a bar. One-night stand.”

Remembering the notebook, he nodded. “Bucket list, action item number seven. Got that one penciled in.” He squeezed around her waist, loving the change in her demeanor. “See, I’m good with specific, strategic plans.”

“Seduce me. Screw me. Gimme a different name.” Her voice transitioned into something sexier. A low vibration. A caressing sound. “Pretend you’re meeting me all over again.”

“Keep talking, angel. I’m listening.”

She shook her head, tapped a finger against his pec. “Nuh-uh. Your turn.”

Right. His turn. She’d had way more time to think about this, and her ideas were way more creative than anything he could come up with. “Thinking.”

“Spit it out. First word that pops in mind. Now.”

“Rope.” Rope? Where had that come from? But visions of tactical rope, rappelling line, strong and sturdy, colored his sudden naked fantasy of her in bed.

“You’re going to tie me up? Done. Better find a hardware store on the lovely island of Saint Lucia. Next?”

All right. This was fun. “Not my turn. You.”

“You’ve seen my list.”

“But I haven’t heard it. That seductive thing going on with your voice is going to get you a round two in this back seat. Whether the driver’s here or not.”

She bit her lip, traced it with her tongue. “Sex tape. So next time you’re on the road, I won’t be by myself.”

He’d read sex tape. But to hear her say it. Holy hell. Reality struck, and his cock jumped to attention.

Too bad he wasn’t going out on a job anytime soon. Titan was done with him. Deservedly so. And he didn’t want to join another team, though he craved the adrenaline fix and didn’t know how to do much except for fly jets and handle C-4.

But a sex tape. He’d volunteer for sex tape duty, no questions asked. He’d volunteer this second. Her weight shifted, and he could’ve crawled out of his skin for wanting her so bad.

“Did I lose you?” Sarah’s freckled nose wrinkled.

“No. Just thinking.”

“Give me another one, Brock.”

Ropes. Sex tapes. And… “Hot fudge and vanilla ice cream.”

She bit his earlobe then licked down his neck. “Someone’s going to have a lot of shopping to do while on vacation.”

Before-Sarah was fun. More-Sarah rocked his world. “Rope and ice cream. Maybe the best things you’ve sent me to the store for.”

The Hummer pulled up to a resort, winding to the front reception area. The concierge could hook him up. Might look twice at his shopping list, but he wasn’t about to leave Sarah for long. This place was nice enough that they’d get what they asked for, no questions. And it was adults only. Surely the concierge had seen a rope, ice cream, and video camera request before?

A bellboy unloaded their bags. Brock meandered to the front desk, knowing exactly how the next few hours of their island getaway would go.

“Checking in. Reservation under Gamble.”

From behind him, Sarah wrapped her arms around his torso, leaning into his back. Felt good to have her with him, relaxed and unencumbered by their recent history. He snaked his palms over her forearms, covering the clasp of her hands below his stomach.

The woman behind the counter shoved slips of paper at him. “Mr. Gamble. You’ve had several emergency messages left from a man named Jared Westin.”

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

Brock’s stomach bottomed out. Emergency phone calls? Plural? He knew Jared like a brother. An estranged brother—and that killed Brock—but nothing he could do to change that. Bet Jared was pissed Brock never answered his cell phone. But it sat at home, after not charging it for weeks.

Still standing at the reception desk, Sarah’s bear-hugging arms had tensed around his torso. Last thing Brock needed was for her to freeze up and have a flashback. No telling what might be a trigger, but Jared and emergency messages sounded like it might.

She stepped to the side, eyes wide. “It can’t be the kids. They’re with my mom. But I’ll call and double-check.”

No. It wouldn’t be the kids. If something had happened to his kids, Jared would’ve jumped on a Lear jet and beat their commercial flight to Saint Lucia. He would’ve told Brock face-to-face. Jared was a dick, but of the honorable type.

“I don’t need to call him back.” Though what circumstances would make Jared track him down and pick up the phone? Whatever. Didn’t matter. Brock was here to rehash and rebuild, to make sure his wife came home again.

Her head tilted. “You can’t ignore an emergency call.”

“Sure I can. Dude probably’s just giving me a heads up—” he cut himself off. He was going to say something about retribution, but that wouldn’t help Sarah and her PTSD. “A head’s up on… I don’t know.”

“So call him.”

“Nah.” Brock shook his head, pulling her close. “Nothing good will come of it, and I’m here with you. For us.”

Sarah stepped to the resort counter. “I’ll take the messages. He’ll finish checking us in.”

The girl behind the counter gave an unsure smile. Jared had probably put the fear of God in her with each phone call, and if Brock wasn’t half-interested in returning the calls, she might be blamed. Can’t subject the poor girl to Boss Man’s attitude. “Fine.”

A few minutes later, they were in a swank suite, and nothing about his ice cream and rope shopping list would happen anytime soon. Sarah paced. She’d checked out the room, remarked on the awesomeness of it all, but her demeanor had shifted, and screw Jared for that.

“So, you wanna…” He shrugged. Pool. Hot tub. Ice cream. Where did he want to turn the conversation when the mood had clearly been assassinated by the Titan Group’s head honcho from a thousand miles away?

“Call him.” She slapped her hands to her hips and jutted an adamant chin. “I’m concerned. Curious. For heaven’s sake, Brock. Multiple emergency messages. Call him.”

“We didn’t part on the best of terms.” He scrubbed his face with a hand and stared at the hotel room phone, willing it to combust. No such luck, and Sarah was right. “Fine.”

He dropped onto the bed, and she joined him. Inches away, but miles in thought. Not how he thought they’d spend their first moments in bed in Saint Lucia.

“Call him,” she urged again. There was that bite of her lip. Nothing aroused or excited on her face; it was pure nerves.

He pinched his eyes closed and picked up the handset. A few punches of the dial later, and Brock’s international call to Titan’s headquarters rang in his ear. He used a backdoor number that would connect to Jared’s office. If there was an emergency, maybe the bastard wouldn’t be there. Maybe, like he thought before, this was just Jared giving him a proper heads up that the time had come, and even if Brock was on vacation, Jared was gunning for him.

An unfamiliar unease made his stomach twist as Sarah stared, barely blinking. Brock wasn’t one to overthink, but right now, he was. Weeks ago, everything had been so normal. Jared was his buddy. His mentor. Sarah was sweet and innocent. No reasons to check out the self-help section in the bookstore. An abduction had changed it all, and he’d never seen it coming. What was he missing now?

“Brock,” Jared barked when he picked up the line. There was nothing unordinary about that, except that the tension between the two men was palpable.

“Jared.”

There was a familiar heave of a burdened sigh. “I have a situation. Obvious reasons, you’re the last person on the planet I’d want to call. But this cropped up fast, and I have no options. None. Except for you, asshole.”

Having no choice would be the only reason Jared lasted on the line that long. He wouldn’t ask for help when a trust problem existed. There must’ve been a red-flag issue that required differences be ignored temporarily.

“All right—” Shit, Brock almost said Boss Man. “Let’s hear it.”

Long pause. Jared never hesitated. It spoke volumes and ripped like a knife through Brock’s gut. How could he have betrayed Titan? Sarah caught his eye. Easy. He’d take out anyone if he thought he was doing right by his family.

“Damn it,” Jared growled. “I have no choice.”

He nodded, knowing that bitch of a feeling. “Look, man. Nothing happened the way it should’ve happened. Sorry about that. But I’m not sorry about doing what I did, just how I did it. So if that’s what you need to hear, there you go.” It needed saying. Got it over with and done.

Sarah smiled at him and patted his knee. Unexpected but appreciated. He waited for Jared’s response. Wondered how that would go down. Maybe Brock should say congrats on getting hitched? Sugar was perfect for Boss Man. What did it matter?

And what was he trying to do, pick up a job in Saint Lucia?

No. Not at all.

His only goal should be his wife. But a familiar adrenaline spike rushed through his system. He tried to swallow it away. Centered on Sarah, but the back of his mind called out the possibilities: There was a mark, a target, someone or something that he could take on or take out. Black ops percolated in his blood. It was a game. An urgency…

What would Brock do after they returned to the real world? Get a job at an office? Punch a timecard instead of bad dudes?

Jared cleared his throat. “There’s a sex trafficker who snagged a client’s teenage daughter off a beach in Barbados. We know very little about this trafficker other than his reputation—if we lose this girl today, she’s a lost cause. Satellite footage suggests there’s a holding compound on Saint Lucia. She’ll be there less than eight hours if our intel’s right, and the countdown clock is already clicking. You’re her only chance.”

Brock glanced at Sarah. There was no way he could say no. The things that happened in the foreign sex slave markets were enough to make a grown man vomit. He’d taken out enough freaks, rescued enough victims to know death was sometimes a better option. The answer came easy. “Done. I’m in.”

Sarah’s eyebrows rose. Her lips pinched together, and Brock didn’t know if it was worry or anger or something more.

Jared let out a sharp breath. “Thank fuck.”

“Tell me how this is going to happen.”

“I’ve got no boots on the ground down there. Few connections, and they can only arm you on the quick. No backup. Nothing.”

“Roger that.”

“You get in trouble, there’s nothing I can do. No way to pull you out. That has nothing to do with you and me, you and Sugar. Nothing to do with Titan. You get that?”

“I know.”

“This doesn’t mean we’re good.”

“Didn’t make that assumption. I’ll get that kid safe. Titan can take it from there.” Because he wasn’t Titan anymore. Brock’s chest tightened. A sad swell of pathetic loss swirled deep in his gut.

Sarah mouthed, “Kid?”

He nodded, held up a finger to give him a minute.

“You ready for the details?”

Brock looked for pen and paper. This was the most rudimentary briefing he’d ever experienced. No satellite footage from Parker. No GPS coordinates to pinpoint locations or intelligence briefings that downloaded at the touch of a screen. He walked away from the bedside nightstand toward the desk, but the snag of the phone cord stopped him. A harsh chuckle escaped, and he shook his head. This was literally the least amount of technology he’d ever used on a rescue op. He was on a phone that had a cord, attached to a wall.

Brock motioned to the desk. “Can you hand me that pad and pen?”

She moved fast and returned to the bed. “Here.”

He sank next to her, ready to take tactical notes on coral-colored paper with a sun and beach logo while Sarah stared over his shoulder. “All right. Go.”

***

Sarah listened and watched, realizing this was the closest she’d ever come to hearing her husband talk about work. Her mind raced, wondering what it could be that required multiple phone calls and referenced a kid.

Brock stared at his notes. She didn’t make much out of it. Numbers. Maybe an address in code? Nothing that explained what their conversation meant. They’d had an unmentioned don’t ask, don’t tell policy. But now, watching him with his jaw muscles ticking and his forehead creased, Brock personified intensity. More than a man. Larger than life. She bit her lip, still very concerned as to what was happening and oddly interested by the idea of what terrified her.

No. She wasn’t interested. That was ridiculous. If there was an emergency, bad things were happening. Someone suffered. Someone may’ve been hurt. Brock had said a kid. She’d witnessed the aftereffects from what he had sacrificed for his own kids. But never had she seen him do his job. An hour ago, he was all sex and testosterone, rolled into one hot man. Now, he was all alpha and deadly toughness, though nothing on his exterior had changed. Yet it had.

The air was charged. A prickle of dread and concern laced over her skin. She shifted, but the uncomfortable weight of the room didn’t alleviate its push on her shoulders.

“Angel.” He looked up, a genuinely torn expression tensed over his cheeks and eyes. His jawline remained rigid, his mouth thinned into a straight line. “I know this trip is all about you and me, and I don’t expect you to get it. But I have to go out. Probably be back late tonight, maybe tomorrow.”

She expected her heart to sink, expected panic to choke her, but curiosity didn’t let it. “What’s the emergency? You said a kid?”

“The shit that nightmares are made of. At least mine.” He shook his head. “I couldn’t live with myself if I said no to this job.”

“Brock…” She wasn’t sure what to say. It wasn’t don’t go. Because if a kid needed help, who was she to say no? And if she listened to her jumbled feelings, there was more than a smidgeon of pride. He helped people. Saved lives. Took out the bad guys.

But then the cold panic arrived, falling down her back. Just like she knew would happen. Bad guys were the problem. Not just that her husband could get hurt, or even be killed, but… dang that choking feeling of being overwhelmed. That tension and stress. She tried to swallow a dry lump, suddenly blanking on how to breathe.

Brock ran his hands over his thighs then looked out the window. The sun was setting over the water. “I have to.”

He got off the bed and pulled her up and into a hug. She couldn’t move her muscles. They’d turned to concrete, and she was sinking into the floor. Drowning in her concerns, her memories. But he didn’t know. Maybe he’d worried about her reaction, but from his encapsulating hug, he couldn’t tell that fear and anxiety had taken control of her mind and limbs.

“Angel? Sarah? You okay?”

No. She wasn’t okay. But she couldn’t make the words come out.

Her heart raced in a bad way, and she felt hot around her neck, her chest, her… She gasped a breath.

“Sarah?” Brock held her in outstretched arms.

Oh, no. She was going to pass out. The room tilted. Her tongue turned thick, and not moving of her own accord, she found her legs giving out and her husband putting her in a chair. He smoothed her hair, told her to breathe. Told her to look into his eyes. Focus on him.

And she did.

He was unwavering in strength. Strong, solid, and dependable.

A breath floated into her lungs. Followed by another. And another. She got the hang of it again, blinked against her reaction, her embarrassment, her unshed tears.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—” Her voice broke; she couldn’t finish her apology.

“No worries.” He stroked her hair, smoothing it behind her ears. “I’m not going anywhere, angel. It’s okay. You’re my world. You and the girls. That’s it.”

Guilt swished the bile in her stomach. Brock had said a kid. She didn’t want her selfish reactions or his pity. Her head shook, undoing the hairs he’d tucked off her cheeks. “But it’s an emergency. With a kid.”

He dropped to a crouch between her knees and stared up at her. “Don’t care.”

“Tell me.”

“Tell you what?”

“What the emergency is.”

“It’s someone else’s problem, angel.”

His face lied to her while he tried his best to convince her with soothing words and consoling gestures.

“I’m stronger than this.” She inhaled through her nose, out through her mouth, channeling every yoga video she’d ever owned. The word kid echoed in her head. “Tell me the emergency. What were you going to do? Where were you going to go? I’m never going to heal if I run from the challenges.”

“Sarah, we’re eliminating those challenges. I’m not going into the field anymore if this is what it does to you. I can’t. I won’t, considering what I just saw happen to my wife. Fuck no.”

“What did Jared ask you to do?” Her head pounded. “Please, I need to know.”

He shook his head. “Hell no. Can’t do it. Let me handle the dark stuff and—”

Grasping his hands, she squeezed as much for the details as for support. “I’ll assume the worst.”

“You can’t imagine the worst. Let it go. You don’t need to know about the things I know. I want to protect you. Need to. Don’t you get that?”

A swell of passion surged in her chest, materializing through her arms and fists. She pushed him back and stood up. “Stop protecting me.”

“But—”

“Tell me the emergency, Brock. Tell me because I need to know. Because I want to get a handle on the tricks my mind is playing. Because we have to start somewhere, and it might as well be today. Right now.”

His body went rigid. “Goddamn it.” Dropping his head back, he scanned the ceiling then paced the room. “A girl, not too much older than our girls, was taken by a sex trafficker with a reputation for disappearing. Once he gets his product, the girls, they’re gone. But there’s a chance… a narrow window, and I can infiltrate and get her out. Not good odds, but the best the kid’s got. I’d have no backup. No additional eyes, resources, no gadgets. Just some local hardware—guns—that I’d get from a third-party contact.” He paced again. “That’s the emergency.”

This is what he did when he left home? He saved children. He interacted with scum. But he cleaned it up. She’d always known it, even if he hadn’t said it outright. Not that she could’ve imagined the scenario he’d just spouted, but still. “That’s someone’s daughter.”

He lifted his chin then pinched his eyes. “Yeah, someone’s kid.”

No way would she hold Brock back. Dangerous, yes. But if it were their girls… Sarah couldn’t be the reason an innocent girl was lost to evil.

She took a deep breath. “Take me.” Wait, where had that come from? But it made sense. He shouldn’t be alone and just said he didn’t have anyone else. Well, Brock had her. “I’ll be your eyes and resources. Tell me what to do, and I can do it.”

A harsh, coughing laugh answered her. His eyebrows shot up, his eyes widened. “No way, angel. Are you kidding me?”

“I won’t be a liability. I won’t slow you down.” She took a step forward, suddenly never more sure of what she wanted. “Take me with you.”

“You can’t fire a gun.”

“Point and pull the trigger. Seen it on TV.”

“You’ve lost your mind.” He backed up again. “The answer is no. No way. No way in the world.”

She stepped to him again. “What’s going to happen to that kid?”

“The kid?” Shadows darkened his smoky eyes.

“Yeah, Brock. The kid. Someone’s going to buy her? Is there an auction block? Old men bidding on her? Maybe it’s an online thing? I don’t know how these things work. But you do.”

“Sarah,” he snapped. “Enough.”

“What happens to her? Day one, she gets broken in by some sicko? Or does she have to wait around, terrified and having no idea what atrocious things will happen to her body?”

“Sarah! Stop it, goddamn it.”

“I bet she’s scared. Crying for her mom. Her daddy. Anyone to come save her. And that’s you, Brock. You’re the anyone. You’re the savior, her superhero. Just because I freaked out, just because you and Titan parted ways, that doesn’t change that you’re going to save her from those inhuman predators. And I will help you, so help me God.” Tears streamed down her face. “Now. What are we going to do about it?”

CHAPTER EIGHT 

 

Not only was Brock passing the concierge desk without his shopping list of fun, he was doing so with his wife in tow on the way to meet a Caribbean arms-dealing friend of a friend. Far from what he wanted to be doing.

He’d never been less prepared for a meet-up in his life. He was the rule follower. The contract enforcer. Whenever Jared had an idea that skirted the line, from questionable to downright illegal, Brock always found a loophole that let them move with a little more leeway.

Now, he didn’t even have a pair of tactical pants. He had on jeans, and his wife wore her longest pair of pants, white capris, and pink tennis shoes. At least he’d been able to secure a decent ride. The black Hummer sat waiting for them outside the resort’s front doors.

He put his hand on the passenger door handle, not opening the door. “You sure about this?”

Sarah gave a resolute head nod. “Yes, more than sure.”

Of course she was… This was an awful idea.

A yank of the door and a lift of his brunette bombshell, and he had her tucked into the passenger seat, giving Sarah her seat belt because it was about the only thing he could do to make this a safe adventure.

He jumped in and gunned it down the pocked road, swerving to miss livestock that wandered without fences and tree limbs that jutted onto the side roads he took toward their sketchy destination. Brock didn’t have one weapon on him. He hadn’t traveled with a sidearm. No stash of Titan accessories were packed in his bag. The only thing he’d nabbed was several steak knives from the restaurant on the way to the Hummer.

“Are you nervous?” Sarah pivoted toward him.

Nervous? No. Not a chance. He’d never been nervous a day in his life. But her little pink tennis shoe bopped on the floor board, and his gut checked his ego.

“Fuck, yes, angel. Nervous about describes how I’m feeling. I don’t like this.” He came to a stop in front of a shack. That the right place? It fit the description he was given. A short, dark-haired man stepped outside the thatched door, matching the specifics Jared had given him. Brock couldn’t see the scar on his face or the dead eyes that Jared had promised, but they were at the right location. “You stay in the car.”

Sarah swiveled in her chair, checking out the surrounding area. Thick, jungle vegetation. Very green. Very loud with the calls of birds and animals. The windows were darkly tinted, and no one could see in, but still, he didn’t want her seen.

Aw, shit. He rubbed his temples. What was the best he could offer right now? Honey, take a steak knife? Christ.

“I can jump out too. I’m not scared.”

She was probably terrified, but that not scared bit was for his sake. She attempted to comfort him. Great. Not feeling his role as a protector in any way right now.

“That’s not the point. Let’s keep you away from illegal arms dealers. For now.” He tried for a smile. A little joke. Something to lighten his mood, maybe make her smile. But it didn’t work on either account. “Lock the door. Back in a minute.”

Leaving Sarah in the running Hummer, hotel steak knife in her palm, did little to alleviate the grip of anxiety in his chest. The closer he drew to his arms-dealing friend, the better he could see the scar and the eyes. The man he was meeting with was typical. Familiar, almost. The type he did business with on the regular, but the familiarity didn’t change the fact that Sarah was in proximity and this whole situation didn’t work well for him.

“My man,” Brock greeted ole Dead Eyes.

Nothing said in return. Just a nod. Fine by Brock. Let’s do this and blow this Popsicle stand. The shack’s walls were mismatched pieces of plywood. The light came from the windows. The floor was dirt, and the table was rickety. But on that table—Brock smiled,—lay a selection of gorgeous gals. High-powered rifles. Swift-firing handguns. Gleaming with the love and care one could expect to see from a gun runner that Titan trusted.

“May I?” He gestured to the assault rifle outfitted with laser-sighting and a night vision scope.

Dead eyes nodded again, hand sweeping across the table. “The best of what I have for Titan.”

It hit him like a sucker punch. Each time he thought of Titan, it left him aching. “Appreciate it.”

His fingers glided over the weapon. Smooth. Solid. Brock grabbed it, ran through his check of parts and pieces. Loaded, unloaded. Tested the sight. Felt the balance. “This will work.”

He selected a few smaller guns that he could tuck into his waistband and secure around his thighs and grabbed their accompanying ammo. Boxes sat next to the table. “What’s in there?”

Dead Eyes nodded approval for him to lift the top. Flashlights. After bouncing several vague plans in Brock’s head about how he’d take on a house he’d never seen and had no schematics on, he hadn’t come up with much. But flashlights he could work with. He scooped several up and tucked them under his arm. “Think I’m good now.”

Dead Eyes had little to say but offered him an empty box to carry his new cargo. No telling who this man was, but he’d offered the best he had, which was pretty damn good, and Brock was indebted to him.

His plan formed into more vague details as he walked to the car and saw Sarah’s face shadowed in the window. What to do about Sarah. Looking into the box, Brock couldn’t picture any of the firearms shooting as simply as they did on television.

He turned around, caught Dead Eyes staring. “Do you have something… defensive? Point and shoot. Nothing fancy. Very reliable.”

Dead Eyes looked over Brock’s shoulder, toward the Hummer. The man raised his eyebrows, tilted his head, and asked his question without saying a word.

“Yes.” Brock hated to admit Sarah sat in the vehicle. But he’d left it running, and Dead Eyes, for all he lacked in conversation, didn’t seem to miss a thing. “For her.”

Turning on bare heels, Dead Eyes walked to the back of the shack, and Brock followed. After opening a drawer then unwrapping a cloth, his gun dealer handed Brock a simple Glock. Ten-round capacity magazine. God willing, more than Sarah would never need. Lightweight. It would fit in her palm and had a reputation for high consistency—a trustworthy weapon.

“I owe you for this one.”

The corner of Dead Eyes’ mouth lifted. Maybe a grin. Maybe only an acknowledgement. “Be safe.”

That was the focal point of Brock’s quickly expanding plan. Save his marriage. Then rescue the girl. Now, keep safe his wife.

CHAPTER NINE

 

The last crack of the fiery sun sank over the ocean as Brock maneuvered farther away from the resort portion of Saint Lucia. It’d been a long day that wasn’t slowing down anytime soon. Brilliant, diamond-like stars painted the heavens, and it would’ve been ideal, driving down a winding road, Sarah grasping on to his hand, if they hadn’t been on their way toward his definition of hell.

Brock bet Mia would say his agreeing to bring Sarah onto the job had bad news written all over it. Mia would say he shouldn’t take his traumatized wife into a situation with guns and a kidnapped victim. Anyone would say that, dumbass. It didn’t take a therapist to know this adventure might be too close to what Sarah had just survived.

“I’m a crappy husband,” Brock grumbled and tried to ignore everything that Mia would say he was doing wrong.

“What? Romantic drive. Dinner under the stars.” Sarah squeezed his hand. “What’s not to love?”

Dinner, my ass. He snagged protein bars and Powerades from a convenience store when they gassed up the Hummer. That was before he pulled over to an abandoned area and taught her the basics of point-and-shoot. Funny thing was, she got it the first time around. Not dead-center accuracy, but she held her own with a decent position and solid grip, and she understood his strategy for their job. Sarah had asked solid questions about their maneuvers and how to handle tactical adjustments.

“So…” Sarah let go of his hand and swiveled in her chair. Her seat belt stayed on, thank God. It was still the only decent safety measure that had gone into today’s plans.

“So?” Maybe she had cold feet. He could hide her somewhere near the trafficker’s house. Leaving Sarah armed and sitting in a ditch was far superior to bringing her into danger. Maybe Sarah’s nerves and panic were too much. He didn’t want her to experience another freak-out, but he would take advantage if the situation allowed it.

“If the girls and I come home—”

He gave a quick shake of the head. “You wanna talk about that? Now?” His grip on the steering wheel tightened. He needed to focus on the job, on keeping Sarah safe. Then they could look toward the future.

She ignored him. “If we come home, I want to enroll the girls in a normal school like they are now. They’re enjoying it and thriving.”

“Glad to hear that, but this isn’t the best time to discuss schools.”

“Why not?”

“For one, we’re here.” He had driven up the road and back, pinpointing with a decent level of certainty the coordinates mapped by the Hummer’s GPS readout. “And second, you need to focus. We both do.”

Sarah stared out the tinted windows. They were surrounded by thick foliage on both sides of the road. “I don’t see anything.”

“There should be a house down that driveway. Maybe about a half mile back.”

“Oh.” Her voice faltered.

Hesitation. That was his in. “Angel, why don’t you stay? Sit in the driver’s seat. I’ll get the girl. It’ll be easy. We’ll come out. You’ll be the getaway driver.” That sounds adventurous, right? Sarah could get her fix, be part of the rescue op, and Brock would have a better chance of her making it home without a traumatized breakdown. Hell, he’d have a better chance of her making it home alive.

“Can it, Brock.” Her arms crossed her chest. “I’m coming with you. You said you needed backup. That it’d be safer with a partner. I want to make this job safer for you. You’ve told me what to do, and I’m doing it. I can’t hide.” She glanced out the window and turned back. Her copper eyes were made of steel. “I won’t. It’s a deal breaker. Let me be part of this. Let me see you at work.”

At work? Weeks ago, she’d had an idea of what he did but nothing concrete. Now she sat next to him, readying for an extraction. His shoulders sagged. The gravity of the evening’s events weighed on his chest, suffocating him. He’d gone along with this charade long enough. “No, this isn’t going to work. I can’t risk you. A million things can happen.”

“And you’ve explained how we handle those problems.”

He rubbed his forehead with the back of his hand. The sweat dotting his temples had nothing to do with the island temperature. The reaction was one hundred percent nerves. “Then I won’t do this job—”

“Think we’ve already decided that you’re saving that teenager.”

Holy hell, they were going to do this. “You remember our plan?”

“Yes. You recited it a hundred times before we got here.”

Sitting less than half a mile from their extraction point, he would explain one hundred and one if he needed to. But she didn’t give him the chance. Unclicking her seat belt, Sarah popped open her door. Brock said a prayer and lumbered out his door, feeling the weight of the Hummer resting on his back. The stakes were too high.

He met her by the trunk to arm up. Sarah held her Glock, as instructed, then took her pile of flashlights.

The black night blanketed them. They had a few thousand yards between the Hummer’s location and their first assessment point. “Stay on my six.”

“Six?”

“My six o’clock. Behind me.”

“Behind you,” she repeated. “Just like we talked about.”

Yeah, he was repeating himself. She had listened. Of course she had. Sarah was smart. Sure wasn’t trying to get herself killed.

They pushed through the thick foliage. Tiny insects buzzed and crawled over them as he pushed toward the house. No complaints and no reactions from Sarah as she kept pace. By the time his eyes were accustomed to the dark, they were at their assessment spot.

Brock focused the binoculars. The two-story house was impressive but locally built. That was a bonus. Nothing caught his eye that would be considered high tech in the surveillance department. A basic six-foot perimeter fence wrapped around. A few security guards wandered inside, occasionally popping outside for a smoke break, but they acted as if they were taking it easy. All in all, it was a low-key, averagely protected bunker. Brock had infiltrated hardier buildings with tighter security measures.

He wrapped his arm around her waist, pulling her close. He smeller her hair and whispered against her cheek, “Last chance, angel. Man the car? Let me do this alone?”

She must’ve remembered his strict instructions not to speak, and she shook her head.

Well, damn it. Let’s do this. “I love you.”

She nodded again.

All right then. She followed the rules, like he did more often than not. Time to get this mission moved into the done column.

He left her with the binoculars and checked the perimeter of the house to confirm his initial assumptions. Security was minimal. The trafficking group was relaxed, treating this house as a safe spot. Definitely an advantage.

Brock took Sarah’s hand in his, and they maneuvered until it was time to crawl across an open lawn. At his cue, she handed him her package of flashlights and then belly crawled to a row of air conditioning units.

He moved to the front door, set a remote charge, then ducked past a side door to a hedge line. After unbundling the flashlights and then a few laser-sighted scopes, he pushed them into the bushes, using the twigs and branches to hold each in place.

They pointed toward the door, and he clicked them on. The bush was lit up, polka-dotted with white streams of flashlight and the red lasers of the scope sights. The bushes beamed at anyone who exited the side door. It looked like a lot of armed men hid in the bushes with their scopes sighted on the side door. Good.

A few seconds later, Brock was by Sarah’s side and shoving a mixture of paper and garbage into a ventilation point. They had only a few seconds before someone saw the lights outside. “You ready?”

She gave a thumbs-up then held out one matchbook, keeping another for herself. Her fingers grazed his knuckles with the exchange. It stopped his heart and reminded him how much was on the line. But she wasn’t staring doe-eyed at him. Her face was concentrated. Focused. God, he loved her.

All right. Go time. He struck the matches, lit the kindling, and kissed her cheek before running around the corner.

Time ticked by. Each nanosecond an eternity. Sarah was supposed to keep the kindling lit, stuffing more papers in when the burners turned to ash.

Smoke faintly scented the air. It would be overwhelming soon enough with those fast-burn papers, giving off a chemical smell. Brock hit the remote button for the blasting caps. The front door exploded.

Inside, yells and orders to move sounded. With the front door assumed as the breaching point, the traffickers would take defensive action initially. Anyone important would be hustled to the line of waiting cars behind the house, via the closest exit—the side door.

As expected, the side door flew open. Weapons drawn, they fired at the flashlights and scope beams, battling with the bushes. Brock watched for the girl. Watched and waited. No kidnapped girl. Only a semi-guarded man with a flak jacket haphazardly covering his chest was rushed out the door. Must be their head honcho. Not his mark, but damn if Brock didn’t want to take the bastard out. But he couldn’t do so without giving away his location.

By now, Sarah should have been safely positioned on the outskirt of the fence, ready to meet him and the teenager. Vehicles peeled down the driveway, deserting the house. Good defensive move on the trafficker’s part, but bad news for his extraction target. Either the teenage girl was sold already, or she hadn’t lived through the initial pickup.

He needed to double-check. Just to be certain. Even if only to report back a grim truth. Brock ducked inside, sweeping his gaze and clearing each room. No girl.

First floor. Done.

He moved fast up the stairs. No telling if the trafficker’s security team had called for reinforcements or planned to drop their boss someplace safe and were regrouping to battle. Brock continued his fast inspection. Last room. He cracked the door.

The girl.

Thank God.

But why had they left her? Probably dead. No blood. No obvious sign of trauma, but she didn’t move.

Her hands were cuffed to one of several metal hooks in the wall. Brock’s stomach turned, knowing that, at one time or another, each hook had had a poor girl tied to it. Heaven help those girls now. But he could help this one. Working fast, he checked her. Faint pulse. Alive.

She was probably drugged. The smoky haze wouldn’t help her case. He tested the ligatures around her wrists. Secure but pickable. With a few tries, he’d unfastened the locks, and her arms hung dead by her side. Brock threw her over his shoulder and ran toward the stairs.

Two steps at a time, the smoke burned his eyes. He rounded toward the side door and saw headlights flying up the driveway. Then another pair of headlights arrived.

Change of plans—he moved to the front door. The girl began to come to. The light kick of her legs turned into a full-scale thrash. She screamed, and he pulled her off his shoulder, clamping a hand over her mouth.

“I’m the good guy.”

He removed his hand, but her disoriented eyes said she didn’t comprehend. Hands back over her mouth, he cradled her and jumped through the remnants of the blasted front door.

Another set of headlights rolled up and parked in the yard. Problematic. They were too close to his exit strategy, but more importantly, they were parked too close to where Sarah was supposed to be.

Holding the girl to his chest, he tried again. “Everything’s okay. Your parents sent me. We’re getting you home.”

He lifted his hand off her mouth, and she stayed quiet. Good, because he needed to check for Sarah. Fear shredded his guts as the vehicle drove into the yard, using its headlights to scan the area. It stopped, highlighting Sarah’s waiting spot. No.

Where was she? Sweat poured down his back as Brock searched the perimeter. Two men got out of their car, walking toward—movement caught his peripheral. Sarah!

She had smartly moved away from the men and the headlights, but also away from an exit.

Brock focused the disoriented teenager’s gaze on him. “We’re moving again.”

He held his rifle outstretched in one arm and picked the girl up, running them both along a wall. Searching voices floated through the night. Sarah didn’t see him coming and gasped as he swooped in, pulling them all behind the protective cover of another hedge line.

Both women leaned against the thick bush, eyeing him. He put a finger to his lips and peered over the top of the bush. Every light in the house was on. The traffickers knew the girl was gone.

Another vehicle pulled up, and two dogs got out, pulling on their leashes and lurching men Brock’s size around like they were playthings.

Brock dropped to his knees. “We have to go.”

Angry, rabid barks howled through the house. No doubt, they were picking up the girl’s scent. He had enough bullets to mow down incoming attacks but had no idea what kind of firepower the enemy housed. If Brock tipped off their location, the traffickers could easily end their night with a grenade launcher.

Sarah nodded, placing a protective arm around the girl. “Ready.”

The determination in his wife’s eyes made him proud, but there wasn’t time for that. The teenager nodded, barely understanding her role in being saved. The dogs and their handlers returned to the backyard. Rough commands and harsh barks were way too close.

Brock moved them behind the hedges, to the fence. A click sounded as the dogs were released. Running. Howling. Barking.

If he could get the girls away, he could take out the dogs and deal with attacks. Sarah put her hands on the wall. Brock leveraged her foot up and her toss over the fence. She crashed loudly on the other side. Next up, the teenager. He did the same move and heard the same sound on the other side, but he also heard Sarah reassuring the rescued girl.

“Go!” He made sure Sarah remembered the plan.

A quick check over his shoulder showed the dogs on him. No time to aim his gun. He palmed the top of the fence and pulled up, kicking one leg—

Goddamn it!

Pain seared his leg. The attack dog bit, and razor-sharp teeth shredded into his calf. His uninjured leg kicked behind him, trying to free the steel trap of that dog’s mouth. No luck, no release. He would have to pull the dog over the fence with him and—

White-hot pain clasped his other leg, spiraling from his limb into his chest. He lost his ability to breathe. His eyes and teeth clenched shut. Horrible waves of agony washed through him. The second dog’s latch ground deep into his thigh. Both dogs, easily one hundred pounds each, tore into his flesh, tossing him side to side as their heads snarled and snapped.

Brock growled back at the mauling animals. He heaved himself up, carrying the two hundred pounds of canine that stayed attached. His biceps quaked. His chest thundered, but he could make it.

Both dogs released suddenly. Their retreat did nothing to ease his mangled muscles. Brock’s head swam. Must be the blood loss. He grunted as he deadlifted his leg onto the wall.

Two hands grabbed the back of his shirt. Shit. Arms reaching for the sky, he free fell to the ground. The impact knocked his breath away, turning his world black. His legs screamed in violent pain. Brock opened his eyes and stared into the barrels of two AR-15s.

“Go!” bellowed from his lungs. He pleaded with God that Sarah was already on foot, running toward safety. “Go.”

A boot kicked his temple. Stars exploded and quickly dissolved to black.

CHAPTER TEN

 

Go. Sarah had already been on the run, dragging the teenager with her, but Brock’s voice somehow echoed into the night. Go. His voice played over and over as she slapped through island undergrowth. Branches sliced at her face, and she had no idea if they were headed toward safety. Instinct pulled her, and that was all she had to go on.

Behind her, all went silent. No more shouts. No more dogs. No more gunshots. It felt like hours had passed since Brock had yelled from the opposite side of the wall. He hadn’t caught up, and in her heart, she knew that he wouldn’t.

They tripped in tandem, tumbling down a hill, and came to a stop in a pile of arms and legs. Sarah jumped up then dropped. Their location was in the open. If a trafficker drove by, they’d be spotted immediately. Blood rushed in Sarah’s ears, and she tried to hear past it. What would Brock do right now? He’d have some kind of plan to get to safety. Her stomach turned thinking of him, but she tried to ignore it. He probably had a plan to get to safety now. The one thing he had said was if disaster struck, she needed to get back to the resort, and he’d see her soon enough. This was definitely a disaster.

Channeling her inner superhero, Sarah resolved to do what she was tasked with. She studied the road. It looked familiar, but everything appeared the same in the dark. Taking a breath, she tried to calm down her sprinting heart. Which way to go? Right, left. Forward, backward. The girl stared at her, clearly expecting her to know what to do next. Eeny, meeny, miny, moe. Decision made. They were going right.

Crawling like she’d seen Brock do by the trafficker’s house, Sarah tugged the girl behind her. They crept for miles, or at least it felt that far, and something struck her as familiar. Maybe. No, she was sure of it. “We’re here. Let’s go.”

Pulling the girl with her, they crossed the street, crawled through a bush, and—yes, the Hummer. Sarah opened the back door, pushing them into the back seat, and slapped the lock button. Not like that would stop anyone who wanted to hurt them, but that was her first reaction. They hid on the seat, breaths bursting from erratic gulps to semi-manageable lungfuls.

“Okay?” It was all she could say.

The girl nodded.

“Me too.”

Neither said another word. They waited and waited. No Brock. His voice replayed in her head. Go! This was a disaster, and he’d given her marching orders. But the idea of driving away from him was painful. She needed help. No, Brock needs help, and I am his partner. What she really needed was to keep it together. Crawling into the front seat, she found the key and turned back to the girl. “I’m Sarah.”

“Bethany.” Her eyes were glassy. Shell-shocked.

“Alrighty, Bethany. Let’s get out of here.” She turned the engine over and slammed the gas pedal to the ground. The Hummer bulldozed through brush and bush, bouncing across limbs until they bumbled back onto the road. Driving as fast as Sarah could manage with the headlights out, she gunned down the road, hitting every crack and crevice along the way.

No one had followed them. Sarah flicked on the lights after a mile and, nearly two hours later, made it to the resort side of the island. Her nerves were shot, her mind not recalling the name of their resort. All the entrances looked the same. Fancy sign. Pretty designs. It took twenty minutes of driving in circles to find the right tourist hotspot.

She turned to find Bethany slouched and asleep. “Bethany, honey, can you wake up?”

Tired eyes fluttered then shot open. Bethany panicked, struggled in her seat belt, and eyed the door for an escape.

“No, wait. Bethany. It’s okay. It’s me, Sarah. You’re safe. Remember?” She reached for the young woman. “Take a breath. You’re okay.”

Bethany’s eyes focused on Sarah then she whispered, “Sarah.”

“That’s right, honey. You ready?”

“Ready for what?”

Good question. “We have to go inside. I have to get help for my husband. You… probably want to call your folks and go back to sleep before you head home?” A sick feeling strangled Sarah’s stomach. Oh, what if those were the least of Bethany’s problems? Please let Brock have reached her in time. “Are you… were you… Do you need to see a doctor?”

Bethany slowly shook her head. “No. They didn’t—” She closed her eyes and took a stuttering breath as tears leaked down her cheeks. “I’m not hurt. Just my wrists were scratched and my tummy hurts; they gave me something that made me sick. I just want to go home.”

“I know. We’ll get you there as soon as possible.” Sarah watched Bethany rub tears away with the backs of her hands. “Let’s go inside. We’ll get you home.”

How Bethany was actually supposed to leave Saint Lucia and get back to the United States, Sarah had no idea. The girl looked too fragile to put on a commercial flight, and if Titan was involved, it probably meant private jets would be used. The logistics would be answered by the same man who would bring Brock home. Time to call Jared Westin.

They left the Hummer, and she ignored the wayward glances from the lone bellboy and front desk girl manning the graveyard shift. Sarah’s and Bethany’s clothes were tattered, and their bodies were scratched. Quite the sight. Sarah led the way to her suite and opened the door. Her adrenaline had fizzled, but determination was front and center. Brock needed help, and she’d make it happen. Every other need—sleep and thirst—was secondary.

Without Sarah giving Bethany any direction, the girl crawled into bed and fell asleep immediately. Sarah sat down at the desk and stared at all of Jared’s emergency messages. Each said to call, but none left a phone number.

Sugar.

Sarah jumped for her cell phone and hoped it would turn on. It’d been on airplane mode since she’d boarded the plane a day ago. No telling if it needed to charge before she could use it.

It sat at the bottom of her purse and—bingo—still had fifteen percent charge left. No international calling, but she could pull up her contacts and use the hotel room phone to call.

A moment later, Sarah was asking the operator to connect a call to the US, then Sugar answered on the second ring.

Her voice was sleep drenched. “Hello?”

“It’s Sarah. Wake up.”

Sugar’s voice cleared. “You okay? It’s the middle of the night. Wait. Aren’t you on vacation—”

“Yeah. Was. I need Jared’s help.”

“Help?” The one-word question was loaded with confusion.

There wasn’t enough time to explain. Simple version. “Jared asked Brock to do a job—”

Sugar sucked in a wary breath. “Jared did what?”

Come on, Sugar. Sarah kept plowing through her explanation. She really just needed Jared on the phone. “Asked Brock to do a job. To rescue a girl. She’s safe. With me. But Brock’s still there. I had to leave him behind.”

“What? Hold on.”

Muffled voices sounded in the background. “Sarah.” Jared boomed into her ear. “You have the girl?”

“Bethany’s with me. Brock’s not.”

“You both safe?”

“Fine, Jared.” Sarah glanced at Bethany, who’d burrowed deep under the covers. “Fine enough. She wasn’t hurt and wants to call her parents, but she’s sleeping. Brock didn’t make it home with us. They have him.”

Sarah’s heart screamed in her ears waiting for Jared to respond. He didn’t.

“Jared!”

He cursed. “Sorry, but Brock knew the deal. I don’t have anyone down there who can help.”

Wrong answer. “So get someone down here.”

“Sarah—”

Sugar’s voice pulled Jared away from the call, but Sarah couldn’t make out their conversation. Hushed, harsh whispers volleyed back and forth on the other side. Scattered sentences filtered through her earpiece. “No way.” “Not alive.” “Never going to happen.”

Tears burned Sarah’s eyes. They were talking about her husband. The one who she’d abandoned at home and then again in Saint Lucia. Her insides cramped in desperation, and the tears escaped, running down her cheeks. “Jared, please. Get him. Save him.”

He sighed into the phone. “We don’t have any intel. You don’t even know that he was taken alive.”

“How do you think I got this girl here? I was there. I saw it all, heard it all. I know he was alive because he told me to go. To save Bethany. And I did. Now it’s your turn.”

“You were there?”

“Yes. He needed help, and I was the only option. Now, you’re the only option.” She could almost see Jared shaking his head, not believing that she’d been there. “He’s alive.”

“You were—”

Really? He wants to focus on me? There wasn’t time for this. “What, Jared? I’m too broken to help? Useless? Pathetic? Take your pick. But I helped Brock because he needed it. I survived, and Brock will too, so help me God.”

Sugar started in on Jared again in the background. Sarah would kill to hear specifics.

Jared grumbled back to the phone. “Sarah?”

“Yes?” Please, please. She swallowed the apprehension choking her windpipe.

“See you in a few hours.” The line went dead.
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Falling asleep hadn’t been part of Sarah’s plan, but exhaustion called the shots. She blinked her eyes open and ached. Brock. Then she jumped. A shadow in the sun-drenched room shifted.

Jared stood in the corner of her suite, looking out the window. “You’re a light sleeper.”

“You’re in my room.”

“Knocking’s not really my style.” A knock sounded. “But it is Sugar’s.”

He walked over and let his wife in. Bethany snored next to Sarah on the bed but didn’t stir. She tucked the teenager in. “How long have you been here?”

“About ten seconds.”

Sugar rolled her eyes as she waved. “He didn’t knock?”

Sarah shook her head. How long had she been out? Checking the alarm clock, not that long. They’d definitely hopped a private jet and maybe even a helicopter from the airport.

Jared ignored them. “Here’s how this is going to go. It’s a long shot that your man’s alive.”

Her chest seized, but Sarah nodded.

“You and Sugar are going to get Bethany safely stowed on a waiting jet. I’ll go see what there is to see about Brock. If it’s good news, I’ll bring him home to you. If it’s not, at least you’ll know.”

“Jesus, babe.” Sugar cocked one hip out and propped a hand on it. “Quit the dick role already.”

Jared glared. “Let’s not pretend this—”

“Thank you.” Sarah slipped out of bed and tucked the comforter around Bethany. “I understand what happened. So, just…” Pain choked her silent.

Sugar slammed Jared with a glare. “No need to explain or apologize.”

He cursed, threw Sugar a kiss, and stalked to the door. “I’ll be back, with or without Brock.”

***

Back to square one. Brock was handcuffed to the wall where he had found the girl earlier. Weak-muscled and mind spent, he was content to hang by the wrists. His legs had started clotting, and the pool of blood tapered off on the floor. Between the bloody wounds stymieing into scabs and having a good feeling Sarah had safely evacuated with the victim, he would rest long enough to rejuvenate and bust ass back to the resort. Someone would have to kill him before he gave up on his rope and ice cream shopping list.

The deadbolt lock turned. Well, so much for taking it easy.

A well-dressed man walked in, eyeing him. It was the same man who the security team had evacuated with a flak jacket the night before.

“Glad to see you are awake.” His pointy nose and beady eyes went perfectly with his French accent.

Brock shrugged. The better-than-thou attitude always irked him. “I’ve been in and out. Accommodations could be nicer.”

“Aren’t you cute?”

“My wife thinks so.” Maybe.

The Frenchman pulled a cigarette container and gold-plated lighter from his pocket. With much fanfare, he selected a hand-rolled cigarette and lit it. Sweet tobacco burned into the air. “You stole from me.”

Brock squinted one eye and tilted his head, sarcastically considering what the man had said. “I returned something that wasn’t yours to take.”

The man rolled his cigarette between his thumb and forefinger. “You have quite the attitude for a bleeding man tied to a hook.”

“I’ve made a lot of bad decisions lately. Starting to think I shouldn’t trust my own judgment.”

The Frenchman took a long drag and let the smoke waft out his mouth while he paced the tiny room. “Interesting.”

He shrugged. “Not really.”

“I agree.”

Brock laughed and dropped his gaze. “Fucker.”

Polished shoes stopped pacing by his busted calf. He knew what would come next. Bad news was always so predictable. But the pain still exploded when the Frenchman reared back his toe and punted into his leg. Vicious torment shot up his thigh and down to his toes. Brock grunted, absorbing the impact.

“Tough man,” Frenchie sneered.

“Just another day in the life of me.” Brock gritted his teeth together. “Each one getting better than the last.”

“Explain to me why one man freed my girl?”

“Seemed like the right thing to do. You sickos have messed with enough kids. My day would be a better day if someone took you out. Penance for making the world a worse place.”

“Ah, and I think the same about you.” Smoke encircled the man’s head. “I hate losing my merchandise.”

Brock’s brow pinched, and his molars ground. “She’s a kid, asshole.”

“She was my product. Hand-selected, I’ll have you know. That young woman met very specific criteria I’d been searching for. And for losing her, you will pay.”

Anger boiled under Brock’s skin. “Nothing about that kid was a woman. Get over yourself.”

Frenchie took a small pistol from his pocket. It was gold-plated and matched the lighter.

Of course. Brock chuckled. “We going to do this now? You’re just going to blow my brains out with your fancy one-shot?”

“There is always something distasteful about Americans.” Frenchie paced the room again then stopped and ashed his cigarette over Brock’s leg. “But you don’t seem to care about your life.”

He pretended not to care, but it gave him an idea. “Gimme a smoke and let’s do get it over with. I’m not into big, drawn-out ordeals.”

Frenchie laughed. “Very well. A cigarette, and that will be that. Certainly won’t miss all the crying and pleading that comes with this part of the job.”

Brock dropped his shoulders like a defeated pussy. Dumbass. Frenchie removed a set of keys from his pocket and reached for Brock’s handcuffs. His hands dropped; pins and needles tingled from his fingertips to elbows. He rolled his wrists and massaged his fingers then rubbed his eyes, playing the part of a dead man walking. Well, dead man sitting, readying to smoke his final cigarette. I hate cigarettes.

The Frenchman held the hand-rolled tobacco toward Brock. He accepted, wrinkling his forehead and letting his shoulders hang even more despondently. “At least I got the girl.”

“Whatever, as you Americans say. Seems that would be the least of your concerns.”

Brock’s head rolled, and he eyed the door behind Frenchie, then pathetically prattled about how he’d lived his life with honor. The cigarette stuck to Brock’s lip, and he let it hang until the Frenchman bent over with the lighter. Brock inhaled, savoring the disgusting burn, smiling with appreciation toward his captor. “Merci.”

Frenchie’s beady eyes pinched and acknowledged the thank you.

Brock sucked down another gag-inducing drag of the cigarette. The long embers reddened and burned. Smoke wafted around his head, sliding out his mouth as he let a sickening, relaxed exhale set his mood. Contemplative. Ready to meet his maker.

Frenchie seemed to appreciate the need for the nicotine. His guard was down, and Brock was in prime position. In a flash, he blew the smoke out hard, threw the long end of the cigarette into Frenchie’s eyes, and followed with a right hook to the jaw.

An eruption of pain traveled through Brock’s legs. The pistol skittered across the room. He lunged across the floor. His fresh scabs roared, stinging and throbbing pain. Nauseous from the pain and nicotine, he swallowed a threatening dry heave and snagged the pistol off the floor. A quick look over his shoulder, and he cocked the fancy hammer and let the engraved, plated pistol explode at point-blank range.

Frenchie had been mid-rebound. Arms outstretched, he’d been throwing himself toward the gun also. But momentum stopped. Blood splattered. The blast echoed in the tiny room.

Whoever else was in the house surely heard the blast. Time to move. Brock checked Frenchie for additional firepower but came up empty-handed. He rolled off the floor, staggering to the wall and to the door. Brilliant agony pierced his breaths. Each struggling step sent shards of pain cutting through his veins. Gritting his teeth until his jaw could crack, Brock sweated each miserable move.

The deadbolt was unlocked, and he dragged himself out the door with the pansy-assed pistol in hand. No one rushed up the stairs. Guess shooting inside didn’t break any house rules. But if Frenchie didn’t appear soon, it would probably raise some eyebrows. Brock had to get out fast. Too bad nothing about his leg injuries made fast easy.

Slinking down one god-awful step at a time, he thought about Sarah. About his girls. Brock would make it home, no questions asked. He’d make them a new life. Whatever Sarah wanted. New school? No problem. A job? If she wanted one, it was hers to figure out. She could redecorate, re-wardrobe, re-anything. If she wanted more, he would figure out a way to support them. Whatever they wanted in life.

Cheering men stole him away from his pain-numbing thoughts. But had there been another noise? Brock peered through a banister rail. No men in sight. Scooting down the remainder of the stairs, he listened to the trafficker’s men in the parlor. Soccer broadcast loudly on a television and no one reacted to the other sound Brock was sure he had heard.

Ideally, he could snag keys to one of the Jeeps sitting outside and make his getaway. Considering how much blood loss and festering infection he had, that would be the perfect solution. But the SUVs were parked out a window and within eyeshot. He couldn’t waste time hot-wiring. Find keys. He could do a quick recon, but if nothing turned up, he’d have better luck slipping off the property on foot. There was always another way to find transportation.

Brock crept pass the now-boarded-up front door and headed to the kitchen. Kitchen counters were the universal landing zones for keys, right? But he’d have to pass the threshold to the parlor.

The soccer game caused a round of boos, and he made his move. As if his prayers had been answered, a pile of keys was strewn on the counter. He pocketed all the keys. No need for anyone else to have transportation. Too bad there wasn’t a cache of weapons sitting on the table along with a bottle of water and a burger.

He maneuvered out of the kitchen, listening for the soccer game to give him cover. A footstep creaked on the stairs, and he pushed against the wall, unable to see who was coming. Brock’s eyes dropped to a blood-smeared wall. Shit. The reddish marks were a telltale sign that he wasn’t handcuffed to a wall anymore.

Another step on the stairs. Soft. Nearly a figment of his imagination, but he trusted his instincts and stayed against the wall.

Click.

The din wasn’t the hammer of a gun, readying to fire. Nor was it an electronic switching off. The click was a familiar, radio-silence sound. A soft tut meant to share information or gain attention. Brock took a step, uncertainty scratching at his thoughts.

What the hell?

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

Brock’s jaw fell. Jared stood midway up the stairs. He was the last person on earth Brock expected. By the furrowed brow and nasty glare, he could tell Boss Man wanted to be in Saint Lucia about as much as Brock had wanted Sarah on an extraction operation.

A quick exchange of familiar hand gestures, and Jared traversed down the stairs and met Brock against the wall.

“Hey, asshole.”

“Boss Man.” It came out automatically and hit Brock in the gut so hard he flinched. “Jared.”

Jared nodded. “You can thank your wife.”

“She’s a keeper.” As long as she’ll stay married.

They exchanged a rundown of intel and passed the parlor during an eruption of soccer cheers. They pushed out the side door. Brock pulled out a set of keys, hit the unlock button to see which set of headlights would flash. There were Jeeps along the side and back of the house, and Jared caught sight of the flashing lights and pointed.

They ducked and ran to the Jeep. Brock jumped into the driver’s seat, and he turned the ignition as Jared shut the passenger door. They flew down the driveway while Jared directed him to his stashed vehicle. No telling if the Jeep had a tracking device or was rigged to blow. They needed to ditch it as soon as they were clear.

Brock kept the pedal pushed to the floorboard until the road ended. They jumped out and ran through the underbrush until Jared flagged him to stop. A Range Rover was covered netting and branches, and they peeled the camouflage off of it. Another minute later, they had jumped in and were rolling down a hill before they finally bounced onto a road.

Awkward silence hung between them. Brock’s legs throbbed. He was covered in sweat and could smell the stench of his dried blood.

His throat was dry, and he needed to tend to his legs. “Got a first aid kit in this rig?”

“Nothing worth your time. But it’s in the back.”

Brock reached over and found it tucked behind his seat. The contents sucked. A few bandages, couple tubes of ointments, and smelling salts. A few bottles of water rolled on the floor, and he cracked one open. Finishing it in a couple gulps, he grabbed another one then peeled his shredded pants legs back.

The torn skin was red and swollen. He needed a shot of antibiotics and a whole lot of antibacterial cream.

“When you get a sec, pull over. I gotta douse my legs.”

“Roger that.”

A few miles ahead, Jared pulled into a decent defensive position, and Brock opened his door. Tearing the pants legs into shorts, he washed his shredded skin down and smeared the ointment tubes over the worst of his wounds. Hot fire scored across the cuts, and his breaths labored. Each leg pulsed. Brock had enough of a medical background that he knew a doctor was needed on the quick. He shook it off and crawled back into his seat.

Jared gave him a once-over. “What the hell happened?”

“Dogs.”

He nodded and gave a knowing laugh. “Hate attack dogs.”

“At least the girls got out. The kid’s going to be okay? Sarah’s good?”

“The kid’s good. Considering. Your wife’s bossy. Pretty much grabbed me by the nuts and dragged me here.”

Brock chuckled. Jared had a soft spot for direct women who made demands. “Guess I owe her for that.”

“Yup. You do.”

Because Boss Man wouldn’t have come for me if it hadn’t been for Sarah. He could’ve gotten out, but the job had been a lot easier after Jared arrived with his vehicle. “This is going to be an awkward drive back.”

“Yup.” Jared cracked his knuckles. “Thanks for the kid though.”

“Yeah. No problem.”

Miles passed as they curved around the island road. Brock checked the dashboard clock. Great. Fifteen minutes have passed.

Jared cleared his throat. “So the guys said you’ve been a mess. Trying to kill yourself with the bottle. Sugar said Sarah left you.”

“Sounds about right. Thanks for the recap.” Jackass. He swallowed away the desire for a strong drink and cracked another bottle of water instead.

“I wanted you dead,” Jared grumbled.

“I don’t blame you, but I had my reasons.”

Jared yanked the steering wheel. The Rover came to a hard stop on a sandy shoulder. He leaned across the confines of the car, pointing his finger into Brock’s chest. “You screwed up, man. You are the rule follower. You know the right move when everyone around you wants to make the wrong one. What happened to you?”

“Christ, man.” Brock scrubbed his hands into his hair. “What do you want from me?”

“A goddamn explanation.”

“Simple. My family was in danger. Nothing would stop me. It spiraled out of control. I hate how it went down. But there’s the test of loyalty. Pit my family against Titan, and my family wins. I didn’t question it.”

Jared snarled at him. “I didn’t even know you had a wife and kids. My second-in-command, the dude I’ve worked with for more than a decade, didn’t trust me with that kind of intel?”

“Seemed safer that way.” I was wrong though.

“You’re a moron.”

Brock checked the clock again. Only another hour and thirty minutes until they were back at the resort. He shifted in his seat, and his legs throbbed.

“But Sugar’s got a different take than I do,” Jared grumbled.

“She’s got a different take on life.” What was there to say? Glad you married the woman I almost killed. Sorry I abducted your now-wife.

“Yeah.” Jared’s knuckles pinked as he strangled the steering wheel. “You want to know what she says?”

“Not really.”

“Don’t blame you. That woman’s a ballbuster.” Jared laughed. Real and honest. “But she doesn’t think you should be dead.”

Not what Brock expected. “Why?”

“No idea. Far as I’m concerned, you should be six feet under.”

“You plan on taking care of that anytime soon?”

Jared opened his car door, and warm air rushed in as he got out. Great. Exactly what he needed. Brock followed out the passenger door. Whatever they would hash out, be it scheduling his payback or coming to an understanding, he didn’t want to do it while standing. His legs hurt too bad.

“How we gonna do this, Jared?”

Jared spun and glared. “I should kill you.”

“You’ve never been all talk, man. What’s it going to be?”

With his fists clenched at his sides, Boss Man stepped to him. Chest to chest, they squared off. “I don’t trust you.”

“You shouldn’t.” Brock had never seen Jared stumble for what to do before.

Fury ripped across Boss Man’s face. “I blew up your house.”

What? “In place of what, killing me? Or that just to piss Sarah off so she doesn’t have a home to go to after my funeral?”

A tiny smile cracked across Jared’s face, but he shut it down with a foul glare. “We’ve been through years’ worth of fighting side by side. And shit, I get the do-anything-to-save-your-girl concept.”

The explanation for not executing Brock was about as close to a heart-to-heart as Jared would ever have. My turn… what to say?  “I knew that you’d get to Sugar before anyone hurt her.”

“Maybe you did. Maybe you didn’t. That’s not the point.”

“So what is?”

“Titan. Our team. We’re fuckin’ family.”

The reminder was a twisting knife to his gut. “Yup.”

“But the house is a goner. That pretty truck of yours is too.”

Such a Boss Man thing to do. Brock almost had to laugh.

Jared blew out through clenched teeth. “I needed to destroy something before I came here to scoop your ass up. Otherwise, maybe you would be dead right now. We aren’t even. But we’re as good as we’re going to get at the moment.” He growled. “And I need to thank you. You took the kill shot when I couldn’t. For everything you screwed up on our last job, you also saved Sugar’s life. Thanks.”

Brock stood there, nothing to say. He never expected a thank you and wasn’t sure he deserved one.

Jared marched toward the driver’s door. “What’s your problem? Get in the damn Rover.”

He pivoted toward Boss Man. “This has been too simple. I mean, hell, man. I deserve worse.”

“Well, get in the car. You’ll have Sugar to deal with soon enough. She might not want you dead, but she does want five minutes with you. Alone. Death might be the easier option.”

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

Calming her nerves, Sarah sipped her strawberry daiquiri while she and Sugar lounged by the pool. They’d put Bethany on a private jet back to her parents earlier, and it was time to unwind. If she could. But Jared had been gone for hours, and anxiety whispered awful thoughts to her.

Sugar plopped on the lounge chair next to her. “Always wanted to come here on vacation. Think we’ll stay a few days.” She narrowed her gaze at Sarah chewing the end of her straw. “Relax. They’ll be fine. Both getting Brock out safely and working out their man crap.”

“Maybe.” She gnawed on the straw, took another long sip, and gnawed again. She needed to focus on something entirely different. The men would be fine. Working herself up wouldn’t help a thing. “I think I’m going to find a job when I get home. Assuming Brock and I work out some details. No idea what he’s going to do, but the girls and I aren’t hiding anymore. They’ll be in school, I’ll be… doing something.”

Sugar swallowed a huge gulp of her drink. “Yeah, about that. When you say home, it might be more figuratively than literally.”

Sarah raised her eyebrows. “What’s that mean?”

“Jared blew your house up. Big-time. Huge explosion. Ka-blam-ie.”

“What?” She choked over her daiquiri. “He did what?”

“Sorry, chickadee. Boys will be boys and all.”

Sarah started laughing. She couldn’t stop. Her life was insane. Their existence was completely ridiculous.

Sugar frowned. “It’s not really funny. I’m being serious. I tried to stop him but—”

Sarah put her hand out to shush Sugar. Tears streamed down her face. It is that funny.

“Sarah, are you okay? Don’t crack up on me.” Sugar put her drink down and clapped in Sarah’s face. “Oh my God, I’m going to have to call Mia or something. Snap out of it.”

She tried for a breath, but it turned into a snort. Then she started laughing all over again. It felt great.

Sugar covered her mouth. A bright lipstick-covered smile peeked out from behind her fingers. Then she laughed too. They laughed and drank and laughed some more.

Finally, Sarah shook her head. “I hated that house. I didn’t want to go back there anyway. Starting new will be awesome. New house. New school. Hell, new marriage.”

A pool boy brought them fresh drinks.

“But you’re keeping Brock, right?” Sugar slurped the last of her drink and grabbed the new one.

“Yeah, but we’re going to try to keep things a little more exciting.” She wagged her brows.

Sugar clapped again. “Good for you.”

“Now I just need a job and—”

She sat upright. Excitement bubbled onto her face. “Come work at GUNS!”

“What?” Sarah laughed, shaking her head. “Me at your gun range? My last visit there was traumatic, and I barely know a pistol from a rifle. You don’t want me.”

“I’m serious. I need a little help around the office. Some marketing stuff. I want to play with logos, branding. Things are changing a little since I left the ATF, and, ya know, it’d be fun.”

Fun? “I can…” Other than Brock, she hadn’t let anyone know she could draw and design. “I can do artistic stuff.”

Sugar bounced in her seat. “Perfect. Decision made. You can work with me.”

“What the heck?” The decision was liberating. “All right. I’ll do it.”

Sugar sat back in her lounger. “The boys are gonna love this. And look, here they come.”

Sarah glanced over her shoulder. Brock limped in clean, baggy pants next to Jared. They rounded the corner of the pool, and she giggled watching just as many people jump out of their way as stared at them. They looked like action figures crashing a beach party.

Sugar bounced up. “J-dawg.”

“Baby cakes.” He hooked an arm around her. “Didn’t know you packed a bikini.”

“Yup, did that while you were running around, placing C4 charges in their kitchen.”

He glared at her. “Sorry about that, Sarah.”

She shrugged. “I’m good.”

Brock’s jaw dropped. “You’re good?”

She nodded. “Gives us an excuse to move closer to GUNS. I work there now.”

“What?” Both men were in unison.

Sugar laughed. Sarah did too. Talk about shocking two guys who thought nothing fazed ’em. As if on cue, the pool boy walked up and offered pink frozen drinks. Jared took his. Brock waved his away.

For the first time, Sarah was completely relaxed. She kicked back on her lounger, grabbed her daiquiri, and closed her eyes. All would be okay.

EPILOGUE

 

Three months later

This was Sarah’s second trip to Saint Lucia. Last time, she’d been nervous, unsure, and a little crazy. Maybe a lot crazy. Who knew? But this time, she knew what she wanted, and it was her man to come back from his shopping excursion. She checked out the clock again. Brock should be back any minute.

Tonight they would renew their wedding vows. Their kids were with Grandma now. A slew of Titan and GUNS friends were on the island too. But right now, Brock and Sarah had the afternoon alone and were revisiting their shopping list. They’d intentionally skipped ropes and ice cream on their at-home to-do list, waiting until they came back there. Seemed corny at first, but at this moment, it seemed hot.

The door lock unlocked, and her stomach jumped. Sarah sat on the bed, legs tucked under her, with nothing on but a grin. “Took you long enough.”

“Turns out, I had to go to two different stores.” He held up a container of vanilla ice cream and a bundle of rope. “And you, angel, get to pick which one we play with first.”

“Ice cream.” She giggled and bounced on her knees. “And rope.”

His eyes were trained on her chest then drifted downward. “Whatever you say.”

Brock tossed the rope onto the bed and ripped off his shirt. His erection pressed evidently into his pants, and she reached for him, stroking him.

“On your stomach.”

“Stomach?”

He raised his brows. “Do it.”

She flipped over but kept her gaze trained on him. He smiled and used a tactical knife to unbind the rope then cut the rope into strips. Methodically, he laid them at the foot of the bed. Excitement buzzed through her body as she stared at the four-poster bed. Her heart beat faster with each second she waited for him to pay attention to her.

Brock climbed onto the bed, straddling her naked legs, and walked his hands up her thighs, her bottom, her back. His palms flattened against her shoulder blades, and their heat burned clear into her heart.

Arousal pounded inside her, waiting for his next move. Both her arms were tucked by her side, and he took her left arm, slowly moving it to reach in front of her, then did the same with her right.

He leaned forward to kiss her neck. She shivered from anticipation and would kill to have more contact. But that was also part of the fun. His hands snaked up her biceps then forearms. One hand grabbed both her wrists while the other wrapped a line of rope around and around, securing her hands together.

“Such a beautiful body,” he growled, still hovering over her.

Brock shifted off of her, opening the ice cream container and unbuckling his pants. The two sounds stole her breath. Wetness dampened between her legs, and a throbbing need for his touch made her almost delirious.

Sarah turned her head to face him.

“Close your eyes, angel.” A devilish smile flashed. “Or don’t.”

A second later, he had pulled a silk pillowcase off a pillow and tied it over her eyes. His rough hands drifted down her back, stopping on the swell of her bottom. Strong fingers flexed and massaged. He bent over her, his tongue tracing an imaginary pattern on her skin. His teeth scraped along her side. Her skin reacted, so sensitive and aching for whatever he would do next.

A frozen surprise touched her calf. A heavy spoon ladled with ice cream dragged up the back of her leg. Melting streams slid on her skin. Larger scoops stayed in place, slowly melting ice cream drops on either side of her calves and thighs.

The sensations tickled down her leg, making her toes flutter and fan. A shiver ran up her spine. Icy coldness heated her mind. Then his tongue licked a liquid tendril off her calf. Strong, hard hands bent her leg at the knee, bringing her ankle to his mouth. Brock kissed, licked, and lapped at ice cream as it slid down to the backs of her knees.

“So sweet.” He bit and nibbled when his mouth came to a torturous stop. Languidly, he placed her ankle back on the bed. His tongue swirled behind her knees.

Shivers erupted on her legs. A moan escaped her lips. His name fell from her mouth, aroused and husky, and her head twisted on the bed.

He smiled against her skin. His tongue snaked up the back of her thigh, cleaning away the ice cream, replacing the sticky cold with his mind-bending hotness. His branding kisses caressed over her cheek then skipped to the other side.

“Please, Brock.” She turned her head again, hoping her urgency would be conveyed. But he trailed his lips down her thigh, slowly, as the ice cream melted on her body.

“Feels good, doesn’t it?” And again, he repeated the ankle lift. The gentle sucks, the insane laps, clearing away the coldness and nuzzling into the sweet spot behind her knee. His lips were chilly but his tongue so warm. “Tastes even better.”

I had no idea that could feel so… amazing.

“There’s a new spot.” Cold lips dragged.

Her breathing was erratic. “Uh-huh.”

One hand smoothed the back of her legs, nudging her open, then swept across her wetness. “You like it.”

She nodded. “A lot.”

“Good to know, angel.”

Somehow, having her wrists tied together, her eyes blindfolded while his fingers explored her, made angel sound sexier than ever before. She pictured herself sprawled inches from the massive wood headboard. The carved bedposts feet away. Her body clenched, wondering how and when Brock would make use of the ropes he had cut. He wouldn’t be delicate with her. Not now. Not when she’d be crying out his name.

“No more teasing. I was wrong.” Broken breaths barely allowed for complete thoughts. “I just need you.”

His fingers drifted over her bottom, damp from her juices. He feathered his hands up, moving his muscled body between her legs. “The buildup’s too much? My sweet angel needs relief?”

“Yes.” She pulsed, needing his tantalizing touch again. But he tormented her instead and laid his heavy shaft along the ridge of her rear, stroking up and down. She widened her legs, searching for friction against her clit, but the position she wanted seemed painfully out of reach. Completely impossible.

“Want some help?” His voice was guttural. Antagonizing.

“Yes.” She nodded, wanting to see and loving that she couldn’t. “Touch me. Tease me.”

His chest pressed against her back while his lips toyed with her earlobe. Brock’s hand slid down her sides, cupping her hipbones. “You sure about that?”

“Yes.” Her hands jerked at the ties. “Brock, please.”

The pads of his fingers smoothed forward. He toyed in the damp curls, curving and caressing until he found her clit. The tease was so needed, so unexpected. It stole her breath, revived her need. She felt swollen and ready.

He sucked down the back of her neck. His weight crushed her to the bed until he slid to the side. One quick move and she was flipped over. Arms still overhead and bound, legs free, and knees bent. He had to give her more.

The end of a rope tickled her stomach. Electricity sprouted across her skin. Oh, how’d I forget so fast about the other ties? Her sensitive flesh went on red alert, and Brock scratched the cut end from her collarbone, down the valley between her breasts, over her clit, then made fast work of securing a ligature around her ankle. Straightening her leg, he tied her ankle to a bedpost. The other leg didn’t receive the same finesse. It was bound and tied in a second.

She couldn’t see him, but she could sense him. Feel his gaze and knew it was centered on her, open to him.

“Beautiful.” He walked along the side of the bed, flipping additional ropes in his hand. Each slap made her shiver. He leaned over to kiss her lips then tied her already-bound wrists directly above her to the headboard.

Arms together, legs spread, and blindfolded. Her body couldn’t wait for whatever came next.

A small spoonful of ice cream landed on her nipple. His tongue followed its path as it melted and slid to her breastbone. His fingers tweaked her other nipple as he busied his mouth. With each pinch and tug, her body jerked. Her pussy clenched. “I have to touch you.”

She wanted to. Needed to. Her fingers would latch onto him, drawing him closer. Ending this torture.

“You will. But I’m not done yet.”

Ice cream dropped onto her belly button. His lips encircled it, his tongue lashing into the delve of her stomach, while his fingers brought her to the brink of agony. One hand palmed her breast, massaging and tugging. The other hand curved over her mound, two fingers finally pressing in.

“Yes.” It was all she could manage. “More.”

Incoherent thoughts. One-word pleas. Her legs struggled against their bindings. The rope scratched into her flesh, sending lightning strikes screaming up her legs. His fingers began to fuck her, in and out, roughly pushing her toward a climax she was dying for.

Sarah’s back arched. His hands worked in tandem. Stronger. Harsher. Everything she wanted. And then his cold lips kissed her clitoris, and she lost her mind. Her body thrashed, and she cried for her husband.

“Come for me.” It was a command. Its rumbles pulsed against her intimate flesh. He had no intention of letting her fall away from this. His eagerness, his determination made her love him all the more.

Her climax sealed her eyes shut behind the blindfold. Fireworks exploded, rocketing, radiating to every tied-up limb of her body. Her legs quaked. Her fingers interlaced, locking into a struggling, surviving clutch.

Brock maneuvered over her and lifted the blindfold from her eyes. Sarah blinked. His smoky eyes and chiseled face hung above her as she focused. He stared, deep and meaningful, touching her soul, until she could semi-regulate her breath. Still tied but able to see, she picked her head up, her lips meeting his, and she kissed him until his arms wrapped under her, hugging her to him.

His erection pushed into her, slowly, inching in. “I love you, angel.”

His lips swept over hers. His tongue stroked hers. His arms remained around her, hugging while he stroked her from the inside out, owning her. Driving her mad with love and comfort and devotion.

She could come again just from the sound of his voice, from knowing the profound commitment Brock had made to her, to their family and future. He still hugged her, still stroked her, but it was faster and deeper. His breath raced with hers. They were sticky, sweaty, and in sync. Her climax rolled through, and his followed. Brock moaned and bit onto her shoulder, groaning and spearing her deep.

“I love you too.” Her superhero. Her husband. Their new life together. She loved it all. In a few hours from that moment, they’d be showered and dressed, standing before their family and friends to recommit to their promise of love. But in his arms, knowing that he’d given her more than she’d initially known she wanted, Sarah vowed to always take the risk, to be his Gamble. Brock and Sarah Gamble. Together forever, always searching for their more.
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FIRST LOOK AT CHASED

 

Asher McIntyre left the keys in the front door of his Georgetown row house and stared at the note taped to the mirror right inside the door. His heart thudded, more angry than apprehensive. He didn’t need to read the printed paper to know who it was from.

He turned to his alarm system panel. It blinked disengaged and ready to arm. He had turned the pricey piece of garbage on that morning. His note-leaving friend had officially upgraded himself from creepy to criminal.

Asher couldn’t stand in his doorway all night and growl at a piece of paper. It was safer to turn around, walk to a coffee shop, and call for investigators to sweep his townhouse, just like they’d done with his car and office days ago. But his head pounded after hours of congressional hearings, constituent meetings, and lobbyist meet-and-greets. He wasn’t in the mood to smile pleasantly if he accidently bumped into a reporter or blogger. His soured attitude would be speculated about and end up as political fodder. Every misstep would be analyzed for the next six weeks, until Election Day.

Asher cracked his neck, snagged his keys, and took a step inside. His shoe echoed on the hardwood floor, and he swiped the note off the mirror.

 

Dear Congressman McIntyre,

Still watching you. Still waiting. Time to right your wrong. Let’s meet soon.

Best wishes,

Maxwell

 

Asher shouldn’t have touched it. Could have read the note’s nonsense while it remained taped to his mirror, but he didn’t want the damn thing mocking him until the investigators came. He shrugged off his jacket, loosened his tie, and pulled his smartphone out of his pocket. Is all this worth it?

He scrolled through his contacts and found the special agent who had handled his previous notes and hit send.

It rang once. “This is Murphy.” 

Asher scowled. “A new note was waiting for me today.”

“Give me one second.” The agent excused himself from someone on the other end of the line. “On your car again?”

“Nope. Inside my townhouse, taped to a mirror.” He paced his living room. An invasion of his privacy wasn’t anything new, but Asher had no idea what Maxwell was after.

“Son of a bitch. Don’t touch—”

“Too late.” Asher tugged off his tie, tossed it on the couch, and headed for the wet bar.

He ignored the People magazine he’d thrown there the night before. It wasn’t his type of magazine, but his campaign consultant had mailed it to him. The headline stared up from the bar. A fifty most beautiful people list. Five bucks said his name was on that list somewhere, and for the next few weeks, he would have invitation after invitation to events that he didn’t care about from women who wanted to appear with him like he was their fashion accessory. Every time a list came out, the same charade unfolded, and every time, it gave him a headache.

“Damn it, McIntyre. You know better than to touch evidence.”

That made Asher chuckle. Murphy was formal because he was supposed to be. But they were about the same age and had the same get-the-job-done disposition. By the time they found Maxwell, he and Murphy would probably be buds.

Asher poured a glass of scotch and shrugged. “Sorry, man. Anger got the best of me. I would’ve stood on my front porch, giving the finger to anyone interested, but then I’d have to deal with that picture on the front page of the Washington Post. One nuisance at a time.”

“I’ll head your way with a couple guys. We’ll be discreet.”

Asher swirled the drink in his hand and walked into the kitchen. “Thanks, man—”

Another note was centered in the middle of his stainless steel refrigerator. His Georgetown home was where he crashed, not really his home. That was in New York. Asher had no personal items in DC, certainly not a picture magnet of his sister and her best friend. They were younger by five years and had spent the past week in Disney World for a wedding reception. The picture on the fridge showed them posing in front of Epcot Center.

His hands shook, and his jaw cemented shut. A harsh breath flared through his nostrils. “Murphy, send the whole goddamn FBI.”

“Care to explain?”

“There’s a recent picture of my sister and her best friend, along with another damn note from Maxwell. Aren’t they cute?”

***

Jenny Chase tugged her carry-on bag out of the overhead compartment. The flight from Florida to DC had been bumpy, and she wanted off the plane. In the seat beside her, Molly was unfazed and casually powering on her phone and listing off where they should grab dinner before they headed home to their apartment in Eastern Market.

As long as Jenny could grab a cocktail, she didn’t care where they ended up. Molly’s phone buzzed. Once. Twice. Then kept going.

“Jeez, popular much?” Jenny watched her best friend’s phone continue to vibrate.

Molly laughed. “Just Ash. I’m sure whatever it is, it’s super important, and I need to know super right away.” She slipped the phone into her purse. “Let’s have pizza delivered instead of going out.”

Just Ash. Just the man that starred in every fantasy that Jenny had ever had since she could remember fantasizing about a guy. Of course, he was probably the star of many women’s dirty imaginations. He was Hollywood handsome and Washington powerful. That combination did wicked things to a woman’s fantasies.

Jenny silently chanted, “It’s only Ash.” Only Ash…That was how she needed to think about him because both Molly and Jenny had given up that anything would develop.

Shoot, even now her cheeks felt warm. What thirty-year-old woman couldn’t kick a high school crush? How many nights over the years had Jenny confided to Molly that she loved her brother? Too many, all starting back in high school when she’d circled his name in hearts. Even when Ash had flirted with her in college, the sparks had never panned out to anything more than heated glances and breathless moments.

Jenny tried to act nonchalant. “Maybe you should see what he wants. That sounded like a lot of phone calls.”

“Text messages too,” Molly added. “He hates to be ignored. Not everyone hops to his attention when he wants something. Drives him crazy.”

Kind of like he drives me crazy. Jenny shuffled through her purse without reason. Pathetic, really, but every time he came around or called, she became a mess.

Over the years, Asher had become rich and famous. Incredibly important. She wasn’t in the same ballpark as him with her hodgepodge of jobs. Nothing that would constitute a career. Jenny helped her sister, Sugar, with the gun shop and range she owned. But mostly, she honed her craft. She was an actress. A few good parts here and there. A few commercials. A couple of cable pilots that had never taken off. But live performances were what made Jenny’s heart flutter and pound.

Much like Asher McIntyre did. She laughed and ignored Molly’s sideways glance. Her mind had come back full circle to him. No one stacked up to him because, like it or not, she’d been in love with him since she’d met him. Just like no other type of acting stacked up to the roar of an applauding crowd on opening night.

Whatever. When she needed an Asher fix, all she had to do was read a newspaper or check a tabloid. He was all over it, pretty girl hanging on his arm.

Molly nudged her. “Jenny? Pizza? You okay with delivery?”

“As long as we stop and grab a bottle of wine.” They moved into the plane’s aisle and trudged into National airport. The crazy flight was the topping of a crazy week. Jenny couldn’t comprehend that Sugar was married now. Her sister was the wildest, toughest girl she knew, and Sugar had basically eloped in Vegas, adopted a kid, then celebrated her wedding reception at Disney World. Sugar always knew what she wanted and got it. Me? Not so much. Part-time gun-range assistant, full-time wannabe acting star. At least it kept the bills paid and offered a super lax schedule.

“Wine. Good deal.” Molly nodded.

They rounded the corner from the long hallway into the airport waiting area. Six men in black suits waited, watching each passenger. Their stances and their looks screamed that they were packing heat.

Jenny knew those types all too well. Hard to ignore them when Molly worked with the high society of the political world, and when Ash was the Asher McIntyre, Mr. Rising Star Politician, the congressman who was soon to be the senator to New York State. Hell, probably soon to be president, give him enough time. And even if he didn’t carry that title, he had any number of Most Eligible, Most Handsome, Most Beautiful crowns that had been printed for the whole world to see the smile that about made Jenny pass out from hormonal over-exposure.

Congressman today. Senator in a little more than a month. President…whenever he wanted. His career was just another reason why nothing would materialize into a relationship. Ash was world famous; everyone hung on his every word. And she was clinging to an acting career where no one seemed interested in watching her say anything on stage. Stop that! Big audition in a couple days. They’ll love me.

The leader of the suits brigade stepped in front of Molly. “Ms. McIntyre, Ms. Chase, come with us.”

Molly turned to her, rolling her eyes and cracking a smile. “Guess I shouldn’t have stolen the bathrobe, huh?”

“Should’ve checked your text messages and voice mail,” Jenny whispered back.

No matter how many times law enforcement escorted Molly somewhere for work or inspected their apartment after the McIntyre family had another threat, men with badges made her nervous.

Other passengers streamed around as the obvious men encircled them. “Congressman McIntyre has asked that you come with us.”

“Of course he has.” Molly was used to the protective detail routine. She never looked concerned. “And you are?”

“Special Agent Murphy—”

“FBI?”

The man nodded.

“Give me a second to talk to Ash.” Her best friend fished her phone out of her purse, hit a button, and had a fast conversation that ended with her mouthing, “Fine. We’ll go with you.”

Jenny picked up her carry-on bag and let the men whisk them to baggage claim. “Least we don’t have to take the metro.”

Why not have an armed caravan take them home? It was the perfect ending to a crazy week and crazy flight.

 

FIND OUT MORE ABOUT CHASED AT www.CristinHarber.com. 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

 

Amy Knupp, editor at Blue Otter Editing, whipped my novellas into shape. Love all your suggestions and advice. 

Thank you to my wonderful critique partners: Jamie Salsbury, Racquel Reck, Sharon Cermak, and Amy Anhalt. You guys have pushed me to meet my deadlines and keep the storylines flowing. I love working together and can’t wait to see each of your new writing adventures.

A huge shout out to my family. I can thank you enough for the incredible love and support. XO.

COPYRIGHT

 

GAMBLED

 

Copyright 2013 by Cristin Harber

 

All rights reserved. This book or any portions thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the author and publisher except for the use of brief quotations used in a book review.

 

This is a work of fiction. All of the characters, organizations, and events portrayed in this novel are either the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictionally.

 

ISBN-10: 0989776077

ISBN-13: 978-0-9897760-7-3

 

Genres: Romance, romantic suspense, military romance, short story, novella

 

www.CristinHarber.com
cover.jpeg
!Nc one wries guns and studs
better than Cristin Harber.”

3 —JB SALSBURY, .
/. Bestseling Author of
7. Fiohting for Fight

O






