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The best part of an op was the moment it was over. Unless, of course, it was your last.

Landon Miller brushed his thumb against the seam of his slacks as he scanned the lobby of the Majestic Hotel in Barcelona, waiting while his principal, Abdul al-Fattaim, finished his conversation with the hotel’s manager. Landon didn’t like wearing a suit. He liked being overseas even less. And though normally he’d be itching to say sayonara to a boring-ass job providing personal security for a sheikh, a big part of him was dreading the moment this was over and he was forced to face reality.

The phone in his pocket buzzed, and he curled his hand into a fist to keep from reaching for it. He’d been ignoring the messages for the last thirty minutes, knowing he had no right to look and respond, aching to do just that. Olivia Wolfe was off-limits in every way imaginable, especially now, when his time was all but up. Not only was she the sister of an Aegis operative, the elite black ops firm he’d been working for this last year, she was still dealing with the trauma of her recent abduction. And the last person she needed in her life—the last person who should ever be in her life—was a fucked-up former Marine and Defense Intelligence Agency employee.

Former?

Yeah, right. There was no such thing as former in his line of work. Not unless you were dead.

“Sheikh al-Fattaim thanks you for your services.” One of the sheikh’s personal bodyguards—one who hadn’t been thrilled when Landon had been brought in to oversee the sheikh’s tour through Europe because of Aegis’s expertise with the changing European political climate—handed Landon an envelope. Like every other one of the sheikh’s goons, he was dressed in a suit and wore shades to blend in but stuck out like a sore thumb.

Landon accepted the envelope and tucked it into his inside jacket pocket. “So this is where we part ways?”

“Yes,” the man said. “The sheikh no longer requires your services. You are free to go.”

Free to go. As if he’d been a prisoner. Landon couldn’t help but see the irony considering where he was headed next.

He glanced toward the sheikh, who was still knee-deep in conversation with the hotel’s manager. The sheikh caught his eye, nodded once in dismissal, and then refocused on the man in front of him.

Landon scanned the lobby once more. The sheikh’s private goons spoke in quiet words near the main doors. A few women chatted animatedly on a cluster of couches, shopping bags at their feet. The hotel staff was busily checking guests in this late in the day. A bellhop, pulling a cart with two suitcases, moved through the lobby, heading straight toward the sheikh.

Landon’s gaze settled on the bellhop, blending into the background of the lobby. The man’s eyes were downcast. No one was paying him an ounce of attention. But as he drew closer to the sheikh, his jaw hardened and his hand around the pole of the cart tightened. He reached back with his other arm for something from the luggage. Cases, Landon noticed now, that weren’t completely closed.

Years of instinct, training, and listening to his gut kicked in. Landon’s muscles flexed. He was already moving toward the sheikh as he reached back for the Sig Sauer holstered at the base of his spine and yelled, “Gun!”

The bellhop’s eyes flew wide. Rage coated his features. He pulled a semiautomatic weapon from the suitcase. Screams erupted in the lobby. The bellhop shrieked something Landon didn’t catch, then aimed the weapon straight at the sheikh.

Landon’s arms came up, the Sig held loosely in his hands. He hurled himself toward the sheikh, twisted in the air, and pulled the trigger.

One single gunshot rang out through the lobby. Landon hit the sheikh with his shoulder, the force of his momentum shoving the man to the ground. They landed against the marble floor with a crunch. Grunting, Landon rolled to his side. The sheikh’s bodyguards were already reaching for the sheikh, grappling to help him up.

Arabic words Landon didn’t catch echoed in the air around him. Footsteps pounded against the marble floor. While the sheikh was helped to his feet, Landon glanced to the left, where the bellhop lay flat on his back, the gun inches from his lifeless fingers, a bullet dead center in the middle of his forehead.

“No, no, I’m fine,” the sheikh said.

Landon looked in the other direction, toward the sheikh, who was shunning the help of his bodyguards.

“Mr. Miller,” the sheikh said in a thickly accented voice, reaching for Landon’s hand to help him up. “My sincerest gratitude.”

The sheikh didn’t like to be touched. Landon had been told in no uncertain terms the minute he’d joined the sheikh’s detail not to get too close. Reaching out, he gripped the other man’s hand and let the sheikh drag him to his feet.

He looked over at the bellhop, surrounded by hotel staff and a few of the sheikh’s men. “The police will be here soon. I’ll deal with it.” He turned back to the head of the sheikh’s detail, standing close. “Get him to the airport before anything else happens.”

The man hollered toward the men standing near the door. Several rushed over to shield the sheikh as they led him out.

The sheikh nodded once to Landon. “I am forever indebted to you, Mr. Miller, and all of Aegis Security. If you ever find yourselves in the Middle East and in need, do not hesitate to call on your old friend Abdul.”

He exited the lobby, flanked on all sides by men dressed in black. Landon watched through the glass doors as the sheikh was ushered into a waiting SUV, then disappeared into the city.

Exhaling, Landon looked back at the dead body in the middle of the lobby floor and holstered his weapon. No emotion flowed through him at the sight of what he’d done. Death, in all its forms, was simply a part of his life. Though a tiny piece of him did find it fucking ironic that this op—what should have been a cake-ass job—had ended the same as every other one he’d done for the DIA.

The phone in his pocket buzzed again, and this time he reached for it without hesitation.

ADDISON:
Text me when you’re done. Jake wants an update.

Marley Addison was the op manager at Aegis Security, and Jake Ryder was her boss, CEO of Aegis and a former Navy SEAL who ran his black ops company with military precision. He was also the only person besides Marley who knew this was Landon’s last job with the company.

MILLER: Just finished. They’re headed to the airport now.

ADDISON: You’re not accompanying them?

MILLER: No. I’ve got things to deal with here.

ADDISON: Interesting.

Landon wasn’t in the mood to get into the details with Marley just yet. All he wanted was out of this suit and to be on a plane headed to the States for his last few days of freedom before he had to report back to the DIA. But that wouldn’t happen until he dealt with the police.

ADDISON: We’re really going to miss you around here.

A lump formed in Landon’s throat. One that was both foreign and unexpected. No, he didn’t feel a goddamn thing killing a man, but Marley mentioning missing him was enough to leave him choked up. How fucking twisted was that?

MILLER: Now I know you’re just blowing smoke.

ADDISON: :-) I do blow with the best.

ADDISON: Wait! Shit. That came out wrong.

Landon chuckled. He liked Marley. A lot. The woman had spunk. Not only was she smart, she didn’t take shit from anyone, him included. That made her a keeper in his book.

ADDISON: Getting back to business. You’re booked another night at the Majestic. Your flight leaves at 0800. We’ll debrief when you get back.

Great. Another night. Just what Landon wanted. But the disappointment was quickly replaced by a pang of . . . loss . . . rippling through his chest.

Jesus, his CO was right. He’d gotten soft. If feeling sad about a stupid, meaningless interim gig
with Aegis wasn’t a sign he needed to man up and get back to what he’d been trained to do, nothing was.

He was just in the process of typing a quick response to Marley when a new text message popped up on his screen.

OLIVIA: I’m thinking of quitting my teaching job. What do you think?

Landon’s heart stuttered, just as it always did when Olivia Wolfe texted him, and he dug his fingernails into his palm to keep from responding too quickly.

It’d been three months since he’d last seen her. Three months since he’d rescued her from a group of wacked-out terrorists who’d taken her hostage as leverage against her sister, former CIA officer Evelyn Wolfe. His mind flashed to the way Olivia had looked when he’d found her chained to the floor in that dingy, dark Seattle basement—thin, frail, her hair so dirty he couldn’t tell what color it was. But even then—even before he’d gotten her to safety—he’d seen a spark of something in her eyes he’d never seen from anyone he’d rescued over the years.

He’d seen strength.

The kind that marked her as a fighter, not a victim. The kind that had propelled her out of a hospital bed she desperately needed to stay in so she could help find the evidence that would clear her sister’s name. The kind that had grown and matured over the months until times like this—when he’d get these random texts about major life changes she was contemplating—and he was awed all over again at how resilient she was.

No one reacted to trauma the way she did. No one he’d ever known—even him. Common sense told him he shouldn’t have anything else to do with an innocent, honest person like Olivia Wolfe, but no matter how many times he reminded himself of that fact, he still couldn’t stop being mesmerized by her.

His fingers moved over the keyboard before he could stop them.

MILLER: I think that’s a big deal.

OLIVIA: But you don’t think it’s a bad idea?

He thought it was a terrible idea. Because if she wasn’t tied to a classroom in Boise, Idaho, she had no obligations. And no obligations meant there was nothing stopping him from dragging her off somewhere exotic for a week of sun and sex and fun before he had to report for duty with the DIA.

Which you can’t ever, ever do, dumbass.

He clenched his jaw and typed again, pushing the little fantasy from his head.

MILLER: What else would you do?

OLIVIA: I don’t know. I was thinking I could come bother you for a few days.

His stomach tightened, and blood rushed straight to his groin. A plethora of different ways he could make her come flashed behind his eyes.

He sucked in a breath and stared down at his phone.

MILLER: You’re teasing me.

OLIVIA: I might be. Like it?

Yes, he liked it. More than he should. He’d never had a relationship
with a woman that hadn’t involved sex. Never had a relationship that lasted more than a few days. In his line of work, personal attachments weren’t just frowned upon, they were highly discouraged. So he’d certainly never been part of a long-distance friendship that was both deep and meaningful in ways he’d never expected, with a woman he’d only known for a matter of hours before leaving her.

But that’s what he had with Olivia. More than he’d ever had with any other woman, period. And damn, but he wanted more.

OLIVIA: You’re being awfully quiet, Mr. Miller. I’ll have to take that as a yes.

Landon’s gut twisted. The last thing he wanted to do was hurt her. He never should have started texting her to find out how she was doing. These last few months, while they were the best he could remember—thanks to her—were also the worst of his life because he knew this relationship was fucked in every way possible.

MILLER: Olivia, we need to talk.

OLIVIA: Whoops. Bell just rang. I gotta go. We’ll talk later. Be safe, Landon.

Be safe, Landon. She always ended every conversation with that, as if she were worried about him. Just one more thing to remind him she was as sweet and special as she seemed. And he had no right being anywhere near her.

He pushed the phone into his pocket before he could text her back and stared at the lifeless body at his feet. Sirens sounded outside. In a matter of minutes he’d be inundated with questions. Freedom seemed so far off, he could barely see it.

But it was there. Waiting for him when he finished. And the prospect of spending the next few hours alone in his room, staring at the ceiling and thinking about Olivia . . . Yeah, some wacked-out assassin hadn’t taken him down, but daydreaming about a woman he couldn’t have just might kill him.

The smart thing to do was forget about her. Forget he’d ever met her. Forget about the stupid fantasies he’d worked up these last few months. Get her out of his head—and what little heart he had left—for good.

Lucky for him, he knew exactly how to do that.

His gaze drifted to the archway that led into the bar at the far end of the lobby. The room was dimly lit, and a few patrons sat scattered at tables. This early, the only people mingling and sipping cocktails were couples.

That didn’t mean a single woman wouldn’t show, though. One who could change his priorities. And tonight, if she didn’t find him, he’d find her.

And put Olivia Wolfe behind him forever.
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“Last call for British Airways flight 48 with service from London to Barcelona, Spain.”

Olivia grabbed the bag at her feet and slid into line at the Heathrow gate behind a dark-haired woman holding a kid, who looked to be no more than two, on her hip. It had been on the tip of her fingers to tell Landon she wasn’t just thinking about coming to see him, she was already on her way, but she’d held back, wanting to surprise him.

A silly smile spread across her lips as she fingered her ticket and pictured him wandering around that big hotel in Barcelona with nothing to do. Her sister, Eve, who worked with Landon at Aegis Security, had told Olivia that Landon was finishing his assignment today and that he wasn’t booked on a flight until morning. There was a chance he might not be at the hotel when she got there, but she knew from their conversations earlier in the week that he was burned out and just wanted to relax. She was banking on the fact he might want to relax with her. And that she could convince him to hang around in Europe with her for a week or two. Or however long he wanted.

“Miss? Your ticket?”

Olivia’s gaze snapped to her right, and she realized she was at the front of the line, holding up the boarding process. “Oh. Sorry.”

She handed the attendant her passport and ticket, waited while the woman checked her ID and scanned the bar code, then took both items back.

“Have a nice flight,” the attendant said.

Olivia mumbled, “Thanks,” and headed down the Jetway. She was taking a huge risk traveling all the way to Europe to surprise him. She hadn’t seen him in months. He wasn’t her boyfriend. He’d never even hinted he wanted to be her boyfriend. But since Seattle they’d grown close. Texting every day—multiple times per day, calls whenever he could get to a phone, even Skyping if he had access to a computer. It seemed silly, but she felt closer to him than she had to anyone in a very long time. Since even before the abduction.

She’d known, sitting in that staff meeting last week, when she realized that she hadn’t heard a word her principal had said because she’d been thinking about Landon, that it was time to see if they had a chance for something more. Time to go after what she wanted. He might say no. She might get her heart broken. But life was too short to sit back and daydream. If she never took the chance, she’d regret that more than if this all blew up in her face.

The smile teasing the corners of her mouth wobbled as she stepped onto the 747. Her muscles instinctively tightened, and she drew a deep breath of stagnant air that immediately flashed her back to three months ago. To being trapped in a dark, stale box. To not knowing if she was going to get out. To being convinced she was going to die.

Her lungs constricted. Her palms grew sweaty. For a moment, the muscles in her legs shook with the remembered fear.

You’re safe. This is a plane, not a box. Nothing’s going to happen.

She drew a deep breath. Swallowed hard. Reminded herself that was over. No one was looking for her. What had happened before was never going to happen again.

Heart pounding, she turned down the aisle and then glanced up at the interior of the aircraft. Not a box at all. Just a plane. Just like the one she’d stepped onto in Boise when she’d started this trip. She let out a slow breath. A plane that was as normal and ordinary and unimportant as her.

She found her seat, stowed her bag in the overhead bin, and then settled in next to the window. She wasn’t convinced the therapy her sister had talked her into had done much good. She didn’t feel like a victim, even if she did have a few moments of panic now and then. But she did like her therapist’s suggestion of finding her “happy place” whenever she felt stressed or anxious or afraid. Mostly because her happy place wasn’t a place at all. It was a person. And hopefully, in a few hours, he’d be as excited to see her as she was to see him.

A woman in her fifties with salt-and-pepper hair took the seat beside her. “You look American.” The woman’s accent was British. She leaned forward, pushing her purse under the seat in front of her. “First time in London?”

“Yeah,” Olivia said, tucking a lock of hair behind her ear. “It shows, huh?”

The woman smirked. “A little.”

Small talk. She could do small talk to get her through this flight. And to keep her from worrying about what Landon’s reaction would be when he saw her. “I didn’t get to see as much of the city as I would have liked. I was only here on a short layover.”

“Oh, then you must come back. London is meant to be experienced, my dear, not laid over.”

Olivia smiled. “I will. It’s a beautiful city.”

The woman buckled her seat belt as passengers continued to board. “Are you visiting family in Spain?”

“No. A friend.”

When the woman lifted her brow, Olivia added sheepishly, “A guy friend.”

“Ah.” The woman leaned her head back against her seat. “The city of counts. Your love is not a count, is he?”

Olivia pictured Landon trussed up in a monkey suit in some fancy castle. Laughing, she said, “No. Not that I’m aware of. And he’s not my love. At least not yet.”

A spark ignited in the older woman’s eyes. “Yet? Oh, there’s a story there, I can tell. Tell me all about him. Where you met and why he’s in Spain. We’ve got several hours to kill.”

Several hours? Suddenly, that seemed way too long. Olivia’s stomach tossed and swirled, but she knew without a doubt that coming to Europe to see Landon was not a mistake—no matter what her sister would say when she found out Olivia had taken a leave from her job and emptied her savings for this trip.

“Well”—that silly grin spread across her lips again, the one that popped up whenever she thought of Landon Miller—“we definitely didn’t meet in the traditional way.”
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Her hair is way too red. No way that’s natural.

Landon leaned his elbow against the bar and tried to focus on what the woman in front of him—Shelby, Sharon, no, Chantal, that was it—was saying, but couldn’t keep his mind from drifting.

She’d slid onto the barstool next to him about an hour before. The red hair had caught his attention. And the slinky black cocktail dress. Most women shied away from him on first glance thanks to his size and the scars on his face, but she hadn’t been the least intimidated. He’d offered to buy her a drink, and when she’d asked him what he was doing in the city, he’d made up some lame excuse about being a journalist on assignment, covering hotels for a travel magazine.

She’d bought the ruse, hook, line, and sinker, and now, with her hand resting on his thigh, was sending him every fuck-me sign in the book. Three months ago he’d have already dragged her back to his room, banged her until they were both drenched in sweat and he was on the verge of passing out. But tonight something was holding him back.

No, not something, someone. Someone petite and blonde and beautiful.

“Your drink is empty, mon cher. Would you like another?” Chantal’s accent screamed French, but Landon wasn’t convinced. Something about her felt off. He just couldn’t pinpoint what.

Nothing about her is off, dumbass. You’re off. And until you get Olivia Wolfe out of your head you’ll continue to be off.

“Mon cher?”

Chantal’s fingers sliding higher against his thigh brought his attention back to her, and he gave himself a mental slap. “What?”

“Your drink. Would you like another?”

He glanced at his empty beer glass, as if seeing it for the first time, and told himself to snap the fuck out of it. “No. I’m done.”

“Is there something else you’d like instead?”

The way she drew out the last word dragged his gaze back to her face. Her skin was smooth, her eyes a lush, dark brown, almost black, her lips plump and pink and kissable. She was strikingly beautiful in an exotic sort of way, but there was a hardness to her that was in direct contrast to everything that was Olivia. And even after her flirtatious touching and the last half hour of veiled I’m ready to fuck your brains out mindless conversation, he still didn’t feel a damn thing for her, not even lust.

You will. When you get her upstairs and naked. Biology will take over.

He sure the hell hoped so. Because if it didn’t . . . His mind drifted to Olivia once more, and he imagined her standing in front of her classroom in Boise right now, her blonde hair clipped back, her slim arms crossed over her small chest as she laid down the law for all those teenage boys who were probably fantasizing about her as much as he was. Yeah, if biology didn’t take over and he couldn’t get rid of this mini—who was he kidding? major—obsession, he was in serious shit.

He pushed off the barstool, reached for his jacket from the chair beside him, and turned toward her. “What I want isn’t down here. How about we take this up to my room?”

Approval lit her dark eyes. An approval that tightened his stomach. She unfolded herself from her seat, all long legs and sky-high stilettos Olivia would never be caught dead in, reached for her purse from the bar, and then slid her hand into his. “I like that idea. Very much.”

He led her out of the bar and into the elevator. Several people moved into the car with them, forcing his body into closer contact with hers. Trapped in the corner of the elevator with her at his front, the scent of roses drifted in the air around him.

He looked down at her fire-red locks draped over her shoulders, and noticed the edge of some kind of tattoo peeking out beneath the strap of her dress and all that hair. A curved edge, with what looked like the tip of a sword extending beyond.

The elevator door opened with a ping before he could get a good look at the tattoo, and the people in front moved to the side so they could exit. Muttering, “Gracias,” he followed her off the car. When she paused at the intersection of the hall, he pointed to the right and said, “Eight thirty-seven.”

She headed toward his room. He followed her halfway down the hall, his mind flipping back and forth between images of Olivia and the woman at his front. She stopped near his door and waited while he fished out his keycard and slid it through the slot.

“Merci,” she said as he held the door open, and she swept past, sending him a sultry look, one that still didn’t do a thing for his libido.

Fuck. Landon swiped a hand over his brow. Get over yourself already, dickhead.

She was standing in the middle of the living area of his suite, holding the small black clutch in her hand, studying the room with its high ceilings, intricate molding, and plush furnishings when he emerged from the short hall. Her dress hit midthigh and molded to curves he hadn’t gotten a good look at in the dimly lit bar. She was hot and willing and ready, and he felt as awkward as a virgin on prom night.

He draped his jacket over the back of a chair and cleared his throat. “Um, I don’t have any wine. I’ve got beer and—”

“Water’s fine,” she said, turning to face him. Long fingers with finely manicured, red-tipped nails flipped her long hair over her shoulder. “May I use your toilette?”

“Yeah. Sure.” He pointed toward the set of double doors behind her. “Through there.”

She slinked his way, like a cat on the prowl, and laid a hand on his chest. Tipping her eyes up seductively to his, she sent him an I’m about to rock your world look. “Take off your shoes and get comfortable, mon cher. I love the look of a man’s bare feet.”

Beneath her hand, his skin warmed, but not from arousal, from claustrophobia. The air grew thick and stifling around him. Before he could answer, she turned and disappeared into his bedroom, and, alone, Landon exhaled a long breath, dropped into a chair, and rubbed a hand over his head.

Holy hell. He had a hot chick in his room, ready to screw his brains out, and not only was his body not reacting the way he needed, his head didn’t want to play along either. What the hell was wrong with him?

A cute little schoolteacher was what was wrong with him. One he needed to get out of his system . . . right fucking now.

Calling himself an idiot for the last time, he kicked off his shoes and dropped them on the floor, then tugged off his socks. Cool air washed over his feet, and he flexed his toes in the carpet, feeling the threads beneath his skin, letting the fresh air draw away the suffocating feeling overwhelming him.

He could totally do this. It was just one night. And when it was done, everything would be right again. No more stupid fantasies about having a normal life, a house, and a white picket fence. Because he was as far from normal as a three-headed dragon.

The phone in his pocket buzzed, and he reached for it, happy to get out of his own head for a few seconds.

ADDISON: Your flight time has been changed. You now leave at 0920. Enjoy your extra hour of sleep.

Fucking fantastic. Another hour in limbo. He frowned, more disappointed than he wanted to admit because it was Marley and not Olivia. Another reason he needed to get on with this and forget about Olivia for good.

A knock sounded, and he froze. Seconds passed in silence. When the sound echoed again, he reached for his weapon, which he’d slid into the pocket of his coat in the bar. “Who is it?”

Silence, then a woman’s voice called, “Housekeeping.”

The nightly turndown service. Landon let go of his jacket and set his phone on the bar beside him. Pushing out of his chair, he crossed the small entry hall that led to the door to tell the maid—for the fourth night in a row—that he didn’t need turndown service. His hand closed around the knob, and he pulled the door open, then froze.

“Surprise,” Olivia exclaimed, a wide smile spreading across her pixie face.

Landon’s mouth fell open, and his heart picked up speed as he took in the sight of her. She was wearing cute white tennis shoes without socks, frayed capri jeans, and a white, fitted V-neck T-shirt that molded to her slim curves and dipped into her cleavage. A thin white sweater hung from her shoulders, her blonde hair was loose around her face, and her piercing emerald-green eyes danced with excitement. An excitement he felt all the way to his bones.

Her smile wobbled, and she reached for the handle of her suitcase at her side. “I take it your silence means you’re not exactly thrilled to see me.”

A man passed behind her in the hall and glanced their way with curiosity. It took several seconds for Landon’s brain to kick into gear, but when it did, he realized he was standing dumbfounded, she was still in the hall, and passersby were staring.

He reached for her suitcase and pulled it into the room, motioning her to step in as well. “How did you . . . ? When . . . ? When you texted me a few hours ago, you were at school.”

“I lied,” she said sheepishly, moving far enough into the entry so he could close the door. “I was in London on my layover. I wanted to surprise you.” A worried look passed over her eyes as she turned to face him, dimming the excitement he’d seen earlier. “Are you mad?”

“Mad?” Was she nuts? Warmth blossomed all through his belly and into his limbs, distracting him from anything but her. “Not at all. Olivia, I—”

“Oh good.” She released a long breath. “Because that’s not the only surprise I have.”

Her purse hit the floor with a thud, and she stepped close. Her hands landed on his chest, sending tingles all across his skin beneath the thin dress shirt he wore. He sucked in a breath, wanting only to savor the sensation, but before he could, she rose up on her toes and pressed her lips to his. And as the warmth of her mouth slid across his, and the sweet scent of lilacs surrounded him, what was left of his functioning brain cells shut down and flew straight out of his head.

Soft. Sweet. Supple. Her lips were everything he’d dreamed about and more. They were also gone way too fast.

She lowered to her heels and backed a half step away, uncertainty swirling in her gemlike eyes. “You’re not saying anything.” Her top teeth sank into her bottom lip in the cutest, sexiest way. “Are you mad now?”

He didn’t think. He reacted. Reaching for her, he dragged her close once more and closed his mouth over hers. She gasped in surprise, but it didn’t stop him. It couldn’t. Not now. Not after she’d finally kissed him. Licking into her mouth for that first sinful taste, he turned her in the small entry hall and pushed her back against the wall.

Her gasp turned to a moan. Her fingers slid up his arms and then fisted in his hair. Against his tongue, she licked and kissed him back with the same need, the same intensity he was showering on her, her mouth turning greedy beneath his. And her excitement, her own unguarded reaction, only made him groan with the need for more. Pressing into her soft curves, he kissed her deeper, wrapped one arm around her waist to pull her closer, and devoured her mouth the way he’d wanted to devour her for months.

When he finally broke the kiss, they were both panting and the room was spinning around him. He lowered his forehead against hers and just focused on breathing, not wanting to let her go, not wanting to do anything but go on feeling this . . . bliss.

Her soft fingers brushed the nape of his neck. “Okay,” she said, her sweet, warm breath fanning his cheek. “Okay, your being speechless is a good thing.”

Slowly, he lifted his head and looked down at her. Her green eyes once again twinkled with pleasure and anticipation, but now they held a playful glint, one he’d never seen before.

Who was he kidding? He’d never seen it because he’d only spent a matter of hours with her before walking away, then months flirting and daydreaming about a woman he couldn’t have. His chest tightened, even though his blood continued to pump hot and strong, gathering in his groin being so close to her. “Olivia, I—”

She leaned forward, cutting off his words with her lips, kissing him again until he saw stars. “I like you speechless if this is the reaction I get.”

God, he liked it too. Wanted only to go on feeling her lips against his, teasing and taunting him like she was doing now.

She eased back before he could kiss her deeper, before he could taste her more fully. Her hand slid from his nape to his shoulder. “Did you hear that?”

Landon froze and listened, and then he realized what she’d heard. The sound of a toilet flushing.

In a flash, reality came screaming back, slamming into him with the force of a jackhammer.

Fuck. He closed his eyes. And wished like hell this weren’t happening.

Lifting his head, he focused on her pretty eyes, ignoring the soft little crease of skin between her brows that signaled her obvious confusion. “Olivia, I need you to know something.”

Her gaze shifted from the far side of the room where she’d been searching for the source of that noise, to his face. And his chest twisted harder at what he was about to say. “Whatever happens in the next thirty seconds, I need you to know that when I opened that door and saw you standing there, it was the happiest I’ve been in . . . probably my whole life.”

A slow, approving smile spread across her kiss-me lips. But it quickly faded, and that crease between her eyes deepened. “Why would that change in the next thirty seconds? If you—”

Every muscle in Olivia’s body went tight and rigid, and without even looking, Landon knew what was behind him.

Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck. He squeezed his eyes shut tight.

“I didn’t realize this was going to be a threesome,” Chantal said at his back. “Not that I’m opposed, but a little warning would have been nice.”
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Threesome . . .

The word echoed in Olivia’s mind, not making sense at first, just hovering as if in a fog. Her gaze slid from the redhead in the middle of the room wearing a skimpy black dress to Landon, still pressed against her front, trapping her between him and the wall. Guilt rushed over his rugged features, pulling on the puckered scar on the left side of his cheek, filling his soft brown eyes. A guilt that was like a fist straight to her stomach.

“Olivia,” he said in a low voice, “I can explain.”

Threesome . . .

Little chinks in the chain of consciousness finally clicked into place. His shock at seeing her, this woman standing here now, his text before she’d left London . . .

We need to talk.

A cold chill spread over every inch of her body. She pushed against Landon’s shoulders, needing space. Needing him to let go. Needing to run.

“Olivia, give me a chance to—”

“Let me go.” She pushed harder against him, the force of her shove knocking him back a step, enough so she could breathe.

“Just wait,” he said, holding his hands up in front of him. “And let me explain.”

Explain? Explain what? That he was planning to screw this girl in front of her? No. No, no, no, no, no.

That familiar sense of panic engulfed her, sucking the air out of her lungs, making the walls close in around her. Frantic now to escape, she looked around for her purse, which she’d dropped when she’d foolishly thrown herself at him the second he’d opened the door.

“Okay, I know you’re upset,” he said, “but just slow down.”

Upset? He thought she was upset? The placating tone in his voice only sent her fury higher. Her sister used that tone when she thought Olivia was freaking out, and while Olivia tolerated it from Eve because she knew her sister was simply worried about her mental stability, she wasn’t putting up with it from Landon. Not after this.

Somewhere behind him, the redhead sighed. “Does this mean we’re not going to have a threesome now? Someone make up their mind.”

Olivia’s humiliation went sky-high. Face burning, she spotted her purse on the floor a foot away, snatched it up, and reached for the door with hands that were shaking more than she liked. “Sorry to interrupt your evening. You can go back to whatever the heck you were about to do before I arrived.”

“Olivia, wait.” Landon’s hand flew out to push the door closed the inch she’d opened it, and Olivia reacted. She didn’t think, didn’t plan, just let go.

Her elbow jerked back and connected with his sternum. He grunted but didn’t move, so she stomped down on his instep and yanked her arm up, sending her fist back to slam into his face.

“Son of a bitch.” Landon stumbled back, and his hand flew to his nose, but Olivia didn’t wait around to see if he was okay. The fight response might have kicked in, but the need to flee was definitely winning out now. She couldn’t stay here. Not a second longer. Not when everything she’d foolishly hoped for was crashing down around her.

She darted into the hall and rushed for the elevator.

“Olivia,” Landon called somewhere at her back. “Goddammit. Please just listen.”

She didn’t want to listen. Didn’t want to hear any excuses. She just wanted to run. The doors opened, and a smiling couple stepped off the car. Olivia darted around them and into the elevator, whipping back to push the button to close the doors.

The couple’s laughing banter turned to surprised gasps as Landon rushed past them.

“Olivia!”

Olivia glanced up and saw him heading her way, a menacing mass of black—black slacks covering his strong legs, black dress shirt over a chiseled muscular torso, which, only moments before, had been pressed up against her, and thick, dark hair rustling as he walked. The only spot of color was the droplet of blood trickling from his nose. Blood she’d put there.

Hot, useless tears blurred her vision. Tears that only fanned the flames of her humiliation. She hadn’t meant to hurt him—she’d just wanted to get away—but right now his little injury didn’t even compare to the pain she was feeling inside.

She stabbed at the button again, willing the doors to close faster. “Come on, come on, come on . . .”

He reached the elevator just as the two metal halves were coming together. Heart racing, she lurched to the back of the car and gripped the railing. The doors snapped shut, and the elevator’s motor began to hum.

But the slap of his hand still echoed in the empty car. As did one agonizing word.

“Please.”
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“Motherfucker.” Landon punched the call button repeatedly and looked up at the elevator lights, indicating the car was on its way down.

Just let her go.

Common sense screamed not to go after her, but he had to. She’d flown all the way here to see him, something that had to have taken pure guts considering everything she was still recovering from, and he didn’t want her running off in a foreign city, upset and not thinking straight. Which was exactly what she’d done, thanks to him.

Asshat.

Oh yeah, that’s exactly what he was. That and so much more.

He hit the call button one more time. If he waited for the elevator to come back up, he’d never catch her. She’d reach the street and be gone, and he’d be lucky to find her. He moved for the stairwell, then remembered his cell phone. If he couldn’t find her, he could at least call her—and try to talk some sense into her.

He raced back to his room, thankful to see the door hadn’t closed all the way. Inside, he grabbed his phone and was about to shove his feet into his shoes when something whizzed by his ear. A thwack echoed behind him, drawing his head up.

An eight-inch knife stuck out of the wall inches from his scalp. A chill spread over him, and he turned slowly, looking toward the center of the room where Chantal stood barefoot, twisting a similar knife in her long-fingered hands.

“I didn’t have to miss,” she said in that thick French accent that was no longer heavy with arousal but with warning. “I missed on purpose.”

“I see that,” he said slowly, straightening. His mind whirled, and his body tensed. The set of her jaw, the way she held herself, the way she was staring right at him as if he were prey told him loud and clear she wasn’t just some psycho chick upset she’d walked in on him kissing another woman. She was more.

She placed the tip of the knife against her palm and twirled it slowly until a tiny droplet of blood welled beneath the blade. “Don’t worry about your little friend. I’m sure she’s fine. Or will be.”

Fear pumped through his veins, and his pulse ticked up. A fear he’d never felt—not even when an op went to shit—because he’d never had anything to lose.

His gaze shot to the chair where he’d left his jacket and his Sig. Both were missing. His focus snapped back to her. The lift of her brows said she knew exactly what he was thinking.

“Sit down, Landon Miller.” She pointed to a chair with the knife. “We have much to discuss.”

She knew his full name. He’d only given her his first in the bar. His mind ran back to the edge of the tattoo he’d seen on her shoulder in the elevator. This wasn’t a random hookup. He was her mark, and he’d fallen into every trap he’d been trained not to go near.

Every internal alarm he had screamed. He glanced around the room. A two-way radio sat on the small table next to the couch.

He needed to get to Olivia, but first he needed to make sure this woman—whoever she was—couldn’t follow. Cautiously, he moved toward the side, watching her movements from the corner of his vision. A foot from the chair, he grabbed the base of a lamp, yanked it from the wall and end table, and hurled it across the room toward her.

She ducked out of the way. The lamp crashed against the far wall. A whir cut through the air, and Landon leaned to the side, just barely avoiding being stuck like a pig.

“You want to play?” Chantal said in an amused tone. “I can play.”

Another whir echoed. Landon shifted the other direction. The blade cut through the air, nicking his right temple.

He grabbed the end table and flung it toward her. The wood smacked into her body, knocking her backward. She grunted, hit the floor with a crack, and tumbled across the carpet. Spotting one of the many knives she’d hurled at him on the floor, he lunged for it. She growled and charged. Her bare foot connected with his hand before he could throw it back at her, sending the knife flying. She landed another roundhouse kick to his ribs. Pain spiraled across his side, and he dropped to one knee. The next kick sent pain echoing across the side of his face.

“I needed a good workout,” she gritted as she kicked out again. But before she could make contact, Landon caught her foot, twisted her leg, and flung her across the room.

She hit the couch with a grunt. The piece of furniture tipped over, the back cracking against the floor.

Swiping at the blood dripping from the corner of his mouth, Landon pushed to his feet and looked toward the upended couch. Son of a bitch, he didn’t have time for this. The woman clearly didn’t want him dead. If she did, she’d have used a gun and just shot him. That meant she was toying with him. Whatever mental hang-up he had about kicking the crap out of a woman, he had to get over it.

Chantal lurched to her feet, tugged the hem of her dress up, and pulled another knife from a holster at her thigh. Her red hair was a wild mess around her face, and her dark eyes were wide and on fire. She gripped the knife tightly in her hand as she stared at him, her gaze as piercing as her blade. Whoever she worked for and whatever this was about, it was personal to her.

He held up both fists, ready to arc out as soon as she came at him. “Think about this,” he said calmly. “You can live or you can die, but I’m not someone you want to mess with.”

Chantal chuckled, a dark, menacing sound, then charged. Stepping on the seat of the couch, she used her body weight to right the upended sofa and propel herself forward. Landon waited until she got close, swung out with his arm, and knocked the weapon from her hand. It skittered across the floor. She threw her body toward him, stronger than she looked, knocking him to the ground. He managed to hook a leg around her waist and flip her off him.

She scrambled to her feet, swiped at the blood on her lip, looked down, and sneered. “Things aren’t always what they seem, Landon Miller.”

She lurched for the two-way radio on the side table, closed her hand around it, and then darted for the balcony window. The sliding door was open. Landon jerked to his feet and reached for her, not knowing what the hell was out there or what she had planned. His fingers hooked in the strap of her dress. Fabric tore. The tattoo he’d seen earlier flashed—a circle cut by a compass and two diagonal blades—and then she flew from his hands.

Holy shit, she’d jumped. Landon rushed out onto the balcony and watched in shock as her arms and legs flailed in the air. She hit the shimmering green-blue water of the pool on the roof four stories below with a splash. Her head popped back up. Flicking the water out of her eyes, she turned and looked up at him. A victorious smile spread across her lips. Then she swam toward the edge, hauled herself out of the water, and took off at a run, disappearing into the building far below.

“Things aren’t always what they seem . . .”

“Don’t worry about your little friend. I’m sure she’s fine. Or will be.”

Every muscle in his body tensed. She was a decoy. For what and why he didn’t know. All he knew was that he had to get to Olivia.

Before it was too late.
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Olivia’s whole body was shaking by the time she made it to the street.

She turned right out of the hotel, not knowing where she was heading, just needing to put space between her and the building. Lights shone down from above on the wide Barcelona street, and tall, old-world architecture rose to the dark sky. At this hour, close to ten p.m., there weren’t that many people out. A smattering of cars whizzed by, and dim storefront windows blurred as she moved.

She’d been so totally stupid to just show up like that, unannounced. So completely pathetic to build up this stupid romance in her head these last few months. And for what reason? Because he’d saved her life? She had a seriously messed up case of hero worship. Or was it Stockholm syndrome? She wasn’t sure. But one thing was clear. As if making up fantasies in her head wasn’t bad enough, she’d made it a hundred times worse by kissing him.

Mortification burned hot in her gut as she passed an alley between the hotel and another building. He must think her the biggest fool on the planet. He and that woman were probably getting quite a laugh about it all right this minute.

“Olivia!”

She turned before she could stop herself. Landon stood on the sidewalk in front of the hotel, scanning the area.

No. No, no, no. Her heart rate shot up, and her skin grew cold and clammy. She didn’t want to talk to him, didn’t want to see him, didn’t want to be anywhere near him. Her stomach jumped into her throat, and she whipped back around, walking faster to get away.

“Olivia, wait!”

She was almost to the corner. The light was red. If she hustled, she could get across before traffic picked up, and then he’d be trapped on this side.

Her pace quickened. She stepped off the sidewalk. A van screeched to a halt right in front of her, and the side door flew open.

Olivia gasped and jerked back. Two masked men, dressed all in black, jumped out of the van. Behind her, Landon screamed, “Olivia!”

Things happened so fast, she didn’t have time to react. One man slapped a hand over her mouth to keep her from screaming. The other grabbed her feet, jerking her body away from the sidewalk. She struggled and tried to wiggle away, but they held her too tightly. Panic spread through every inch of her body, and her muffled screams rang in her ears.

Some kind of commotion echoed behind her. She recognized the sound of fist hitting bone, of grunts and a fight. And she knew Landon’s voice. Telling them to let her go. That he’d cooperate. That they wanted him, not her. But she couldn’t focus enough to figure out what was going on.

They pulled her into the van. She kicked out and nailed the guy holding her feet in the ribs. He grunted, then released her leg with one hand and pulled his arm back. The flat of his hand connected with her jaw. Pain spiraled across her face, and she screamed.

“Stupide imbécile,” the man behind her snapped. “Ne pas lui faire du mal. Il nous faudra peut-être elle.”

A roar echoed near the door of the van, and then the sound of a struggle amplified, followed by Landon’s panicked voice.

“Olivia. Don’t fight. Stop struggling.”

Don’t fight? She had to. She had to get free. Her muscles burned as she twisted and tried to break away, but they held her too tightly.

A chuckle sounded near her feet. Her body landed with a thud against the floor of the van. Before Olivia could find her balance and lash out again, a black sack was dropped over her face, blocking out all light.

“Good advice,” the man said in a thick French accent. “You should listen, mademoiselle.”

She couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t think. Flashes of three months ago, when she’d been trapped in that metal box, ricocheted behind her eyes. Her pulse rate soared. Panic spread to new heights. The door to the van slammed shut. The engine revved, and the van began to move. Someone pushed her onto her stomach, and she cried out as her face hit the floor, pain spiraling across her cheek all over again.

A loud thud sounded through the van, coming from somewhere near her feet. She couldn’t see what was happening, was too focused on her own pain to pay close attention, but she heard the heavy breaths of a struggle, followed by a grunt.

“If you hurt her again,” Landon growled in a menacing tone, one she’d never heard from him before, “I swear to God I’ll snap your neck so fast you’ll never see me coming.”

“And how do you plan to do that?” another man asked in that same thick French accent. “When you aren’t even able to move?”

Olivia’s hands were wrenched behind her and tied together with something plastic. A sharp stab pricked the skin of her inner arm. She winced. The van made a right turn, then a left. And though it went against every instinct she had, she stopped struggling and tried to focus on which direction they were heading.

“That’s it. Good girl. See? You are nice to us, we are nice to you.”

Another grunt echoed from the back of the van. Another thwack of fist hitting bone. Even though she couldn’t see, Olivia closed her eyes tight and tried to block out the sounds so she couldn’t imagine what was happening to Landon. Hot tears burned her eyelids, but she held them back, breathing deeply through her nose to keep from losing it.

Her limbs grew heavy, her head light. A clack, clack, clack echoed through the van, as if they were going over something bumpy, and she realized the pain in her arm had to have been from a needle. They’d given her some kind of drug. The edges of her consciousness were already darkening.

A fresh surge of fear rushed through her, but her body didn’t have time to react. Sound dimmed. She couldn’t hear Landon anymore, didn’t know where he was or what they were doing to him, but she knew one thing for certain.

She’d survived being taken once before. She could survive this too. She might not know what these people wanted or why they’d grabbed her, but staying alive was the only play she had. And she wasn’t about to give up without a fight, no matter what Landon told her to do.
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Marley Addison reached for her cell phone and frowned down at the empty screen. Miller hadn’t responded to her last three texts, which she’d sent over five hours ago, and that wasn’t normal for him.

She set her phone down and looked back at the computer screen, trying not to let paranoia get the best of her. Something in her gut screamed things weren’t right, though. Miller always responded or called back right away. The guy was anal about checking in so Ryder didn’t send someone to track him down.

She chewed on her lip and flipped screens. The GPS in Miller’s phone showed he was still at his hotel. Probably sound asleep. Barcelona was six hours ahead of Louisville, Kentucky. It was well after midnight there, and he’d just come off a three-week op. His very last for Aegis.

“It’s seven thirty, Marley.” Jake Ryder strolled into her office and reached for the report she’d drawn up earlier from the corner of her desk, the one detailing the activities of each of his operatives currently on assignment across the globe. “If you don’t head home soon, I’m going to think you don’t have a life.”

Marley bit her tongue as she peered over her glasses toward her boss. In typical Jake fashion, his shirt sleeves were rolled up to his forearms, he’d tugged off his tie hours ago, and his thick, dark hair was tousled, as if he’d run his fingers through it numerous times, which, knowing him, he probably had.

A frown tugged at her mouth as she switched screens again, pulling up a satellite picture of Landon’s hotel. She didn’t have a life. She was in the office from sunup to sundown. And he was only just now figuring that out? She’d worked here for three freakin’ years.

“Have you heard from Miller?” she asked, working for calm when sometimes she just wanted to smack Jake upside the head and say, “Seriously?”

Jake flipped through pages in her daily report, not bothering to look at her. Another MO for Jake. It was all business to him. Even her. “Was I supposed to?”

“No.” A tiny part of her felt stupid for being so worried. But Jake paid her well because she stayed on top of all parts of an op, even when it was over, and she’d learned long ago not to discount a feeling about any one of “her” guys. “He’s not responding to my messages or phone calls.”

Jake turned to the back of her report. “He’s done with us, Marley. By now he’s probably sleeping. Or maybe he hooked up with a woman to celebrate.” His dark eyes flicked to hers. “Just because he went offline doesn’t mean anything.”

Marley’s heart did that stupid little flutter thing it’d been doing the past few months whenever Jake looked right at her, which only ticked her off more. She was not interested in Jake Ryder. He was too controlling and way too domineering and, even on a good day, aggravating as hell. What she needed was an agreeable and pleasant man in her life, one she could unwind with after a long-ass day, like today. Not someone she wanted to slap upside the head every fifteen minutes.

“Normally, an operative not responding to my messages after completing an op wouldn’t concern me, but this is Miller. He is in no way normal by any definition.” And though Jake might have his head stuck in the sand where his guys’ personal lives were concerned, Marley didn’t. The only woman Landon Miller was interested in was thousands of miles away, probably kicked back on the couch in her small ranch-style house, watching reruns of Scandal, which was exactly where Marley wanted to be.

Jake lowered the report, tipped his head, and narrowed his eyes. “What are you saying?”

What was she saying? “Nothing. Yet,” she added. “But if he doesn’t make that flight in the morning, I’m going to have plenty to say.”

Jake frowned and headed for his open office door. “I’m sure you will. Miller’s fine. Go home and forget about work for a few hours. The world isn’t going to fall apart without you.”

Marley tapped her toe against the floor as she watched Jake go, more irritated by his blasé attitude than she liked. No, Ryder’s world might not fall apart if she ignored this feeling, but Landon Miller’s was another matter entirely.
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The cold slap of water against his face jerked Landon awake.

He gasped, shook his head, and tried to move, only to realize he was hanging by his arms. A dull throb echoed through his skull, but it didn’t even begin to compare to the ache spreading through his shoulders and limbs as he blinked several times against the blinding light.

“It’s nice to see you’re finally awake,” a heavily accented male voice said somewhere to his right. “I was beginning to think my associates gave you too much happy juice.”

Landon scanned the room through hazy vision. The edges were dark. No windows. No natural light. The only illumination came from a naked bulb hanging from the center of the room over a metal table and single chair. Ductwork ran along the ceiling, and one look up confirmed his hands were cuffed to a chain slung over a four-inch pipe, his feet dangling a foot from the floor. They had to be in a basement or warehouse of some kind, but since they’d drugged him, he didn’t know where. And common sense told him odds were good they weren’t still in Barcelona.

Two shadowy figures stood near a door on the far end of the long rectangular room, but he couldn’t see their faces. Based on their sizes and shapes, though, they were both men. Another quick scan of the room told him Olivia wasn’t anywhere close.

His pulse ticked up, and all kinds of horrendous thoughts about where she was and what was being done to her flashed through his head, but he pushed them aside, zeroed in on his training, and let it guide him.

The man who’d spoken circled around his front. “You have nothing to say to that? Not surprising, considering your job description.” He stopped in front of Landon, his face cast in shadows. “Ask me,” he added in a low voice. “I know you want to.”

The voice was unfamiliar, and since Landon’s vision was still murky, he couldn’t see well enough to focus on a face. But his mind flipped back to that tattoo he’d seen on Chantal’s shoulder, and he knew these weren’t people to fuck with. “If this is about the sheikh, he’s probably halfway back to the Middle East by now.”

A slow smile spread across the man’s face, the whites of his teeth flashing in the dim light. “No, this isn’t about the sheikh. We work for someone with a little more power. And you have something we want.”

If he had information they needed, it meant Olivia was still alive. They wouldn’t kill her if they wanted him to cooperate. But they would use her. Quickly if they had to.

His stomach tightened. He glanced around the room again, narrowed his eyes to try to see more clearly. The two pricks by the door were definitely the ones who’d grabbed her from the street. And the victorious smirks across both their faces told him they knew what he was thinking.

His gaze swung back to the man in front of him. “What do you want?”

“Information.” The leader stepped back toward the table. Light from the naked bulb illuminated his shaved head as he looked down and flipped a file folder open on the table. “Seventeen months ago, you were given an assignment by the DIA. You failed to complete that assignment even though you claimed otherwise when debriefed.” He pinned Landon with hard, black eyes. “Does any of this ring a bell, Mr. Miller?”

An ominous feeling rolled through Landon’s stomach. And flashes of that night in Crete echoed in his head.

“I’m guessing it does.” The man lifted a photo from the file and crossed the floor, stopping in front of Landon once more. A flashlight beam cut through the darkness, and he held the photo up so Landon could see it, passing the light over the surface. “But if it doesn’t, something tells me this will.”

The photo was of a teenage girl. A girl with long, dark hair, smiling eyes, and a wide grin across her youthful face. She was sitting on the end of a yacht, blue-green water sparkling behind her, and at her side, with his arm slung over her shoulder, was a man. A man Landon would never forget.

Every muscle in Landon’s body grew taut and rigid. Not just because he recognized the faces, but because in a flash he knew exactly what this was about. And what these terrorist thugs truly wanted.

“She’s dead,” Landon said.

A dark, disturbing chuckle echoed from the leader’s throat. “I’m not interested in what you told your superiors. I’m interested in the truth.” All humor faded from his voice. “We know what you did to her family. Just as we know she’s still alive. If you tell us where she is, we’ll make this as painless as possible. For you and your unexpected friend.”

Olivia. They were talking about Olivia. Landon’s heart rate shot up. “She’s not my friend. She’s just some chick I picked up in the bar. She doesn’t know anything.”

“No, the chick you picked up in the bar worked for us. And Chantal told us all about this ‘friend’ you supposedly don’t know who showed up at your door. Lucky for us, really. Torture isn’t always an effective means of extracting information from those in your line of work. Chantal could have done it, of course, but this is going to be much cleaner.” He leaned close. “Focus, Mr. Miller. We don’t want to have to use the blonde, but we will if you leave us no other choice.”

Landon’s hands curled around the chains above. “If you hurt her—”

“Yes, I know. You’ll snap my neck as you threatened to do to my associates.” He waved the picture in front of Landon’s face. “Where is she?”

Thoughts swirled out of control. He couldn’t tell them where Dani was hiding. He couldn’t give her up. He owed her too much.

He also couldn’t let them know that, though. And he couldn’t give them any reason to use Olivia. Landon’s spinning mind caught on a safe house one of his buddies at Aegis had mentioned a time or two.

“Sydney. Australia. She’s got family there.”

“Where?” the man asked.

Landon hesitated. “In Matraville.”

“An address,” the man prodded.

Landon clenched his jaw. “243 Barwin Crescent.”

The leader turned to the others behind him, then faced Landon once more. “We’ll see about that. You understand if we’re a little skeptical. We just need to make sure you’ve given us exactly what we need. Gentlemen?”

Instead of leaving to check the info Landon had just given them, the two thugs moved forward, one with a length of chain in his hand, the other with a bat.

Oh shit. Landon’s hands tightened around the restraints above, and every muscle in his body tensed.

If he’d thought he was fucked before, now he was absolutely sure. This was about to get seriously ugly.
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Olivia paced the small dark room, desperate for anything to keep her limbs loose and her mind from seizing up.

A high window on the opposite wall let in a smattering of moonlight, but she couldn’t pull herself up far enough to see what it looked out at. The room was barren—not even a mattress or a chair in the cold square space, and no sound echoed from beyond the heavy steel door. She didn’t know where she was, how long she’d been here, or what had happened to Landon. In the few hours she’d been awake, no one had come for her, no one had demanded anything from her. It was almost as if she didn’t exist.

That scared her more than anything. Panic pushed on her chest again, and that familiar feeling of the walls closing in consumed her, choking the air in her lungs.

Breathe. Stay focused. You can get through this.

All those stupid calming techniques her counselor had taught her came rushing back, but instead of listening, she wanted to scream. This wasn’t supposed to happen again. She wasn’t supposed to be taken a second time. There was no way someone could have this much bad luck and be kidnapped twice in one lifetime.

Metal groaned just as she was about to seriously lose it, and she jerked toward the sound, a sharp shot of fear shoving aside her useless pity party, grounding her back in the moment.

Light flooded the room, and two figures stood silhouetted in the open door. One was tall and stocky, the other hunched over, as if being supported by the first.

Olivia dropped back against the wall, the cool cement pressing into her spine and the palms of her hands. Her pulse shot up, and every muscle in her body went rigid.

The tall figure dragged the second into the room, then dumped him on the ground. A groan echoed from the floor, and then the man disappeared into the hallway again without a word, slamming the door behind him with a deafening smack.

Olivia stood stone still for several seconds. The man on the ground feet from her groaned again and tried to move, and in a flash she realized she knew that sound.

“L-Landon?”

He rolled to his side, trying to get up. But even through the dim light Olivia could tell he was in pain. “Yeah,” he managed. “It’s me.”

“Oh my God.” Relief was swift and so all-consuming. She moved without even thinking. Dropping to her knees at his side, she placed her hands on his shoulders, trying to help him sit upright. “Are you okay?”

“Fine.” He tried to scoot back, but winced and wrapped an arm around his ribs as if they hurt. As carefully as she could, Olivia helped him move so he could lean against the wall.

He wasn’t fine. She could see that clearly in the moonlight cascading down from the window above, highlighting his split lip, the swelling around his right eye, and a track of blood smeared across his face she definitely hadn’t been responsible for.

Sickness threatened, but she pushed it down, whipped off her sweater, and then balled it up and pressed it against his bleeding lip. “What happened?”

“Nothing.” His hand closed over hers, holding the sweater against his lip, halting her movement. “Olivia.” Even in the dim light, the intensity of his gaze cut into hers. “Did they . . . ? Are you . . . ?” He swallowed hard. “Did anyone—”

She knew what he was going to ask, and she didn’t want to hear it. Didn’t want to think that could even be a possibility. “No. I’m okay. I’m fine. No one’s said a word to me. They brought me to this room and then left me. You’re the first person I’ve seen in hours.”

“Thank God,” he whispered. His eyes fell closed, and he relaxed back into the wall, his hand dropping from hers to rest against the dingy floor.

That didn’t sound all too reassuring. As if he expected they would have done something to her by now. Swallowing the bile sliding up her throat, Olivia went back to wiping the blood from his wound and tried to steady her vibrating nerves. “Who are these people and what do they want?”

“Information.”

That didn’t tell her a lot. “About what? I don’t know anything.”

“Not from you. From me.”

His eyes were open again, and she could feel his gaze staring into her, but she didn’t want to look. Couldn’t because she didn’t trust her emotions right now.

She didn’t want to feel. She needed to think. To plan. To figure out what to do next.

“Livy,” he said softly, “about the woman in my hotel room—”

Oh no, she wasn’t going there. Not now, not ever. Keeping her eyes on his lip and jaw, she said, “I don’t want to talk about it.”

“We need to. She—”

Needed to? No way in this lifetime or the next. He needed to shut up about that woman before she lost what was left of her sanity.

Dropping her hand from his face, she leaned back on her heels, putting space between them. “What kind of information?”

He sighed, and she could tell from the sound that he was frustrated with her. So what? She was frustrated with him too. And ticked and hurt and so mad she could barely see straight. But some tiny part of her brain was keeping her from lashing out because he might be her only way out of this nightmare.

“About an op,” he said. “An old one. Nothing you were ever a part of.”

So it didn’t have anything to do with her abduction three months ago, and that meant it had nothing to do with her or her sister, Eve. It also meant if they were after Landon for some kind of information, she’d been caught in the wrong place at the wrong time. Again.

Yeah, her luck really was that bad.

She brushed the back of her hand against her sweaty forehead and pushed that depressing thought aside. “Why you? Why didn’t they come after someone else from Aegis?”

“Because I didn’t work for Aegis when it happened.”

“When you were with the Marines?”

“No.”

“When then?”

He didn’t answer, and she could tell from the hesitation that there was something he didn’t want to say. Her gaze finally flicked to his, and that’s when she saw it. A look of guilt that chilled her to her core. Way deeper than the guilty look he’d flashed in that hotel when that slut had walked out of his bedroom.

An ominous feeling slid through her veins, and a tiny voice in the back of her head screamed, Don’t ask! But she had to. Because she wanted to live. And if he had answers that could keep her alive, she needed to hear them. “I think I deserve the truth, Landon. You dragged me into this whether you wanted to or not. You owe me an explanation.”

He sighed again, but this time his eyes fell closed and he leaned his head back against the cement wall. “They want information about a job I did for the DIA.”

“The who?”

“The Defense Intelligence Agency. It’s like the military’s version of the intelligence game.”

Olivia’s brain spun, trying to make a connection, but the wheels couldn’t totally catch. In all the months they’d been chatting via text and phone calls, he’d never once mentioned the DIA. He’d told her he’d been in the Marines, and she knew he now worked for Aegis. But he’d said nothing about the government or the DIA or anything in between. What else didn’t she know about him? What else was he hiding?

A lot. Look at that chick in his room. And all this.

That control she’d been fighting to hold on to threatened to wrench itself out of her grasp. Anger and humiliation burned into a hard, hot knot in her stomach. “Military intelligence?” She crossed her arms over her chest and pushed to her feet. “Isn’t that an oxymoron?”

“Yeah,” he huffed, still not looking at her. “You could say that.”

“So tell them what they want.”

“It’s not that easy.”

Not that easy? Baloney. It was that easy. He just didn’t want to do it.

“I’m not going through this again,” she tossed back. “I’m not giving up my life for this. Tell them whatever they want to know and get this . . . damn thing . . . over with.”

Her voice was rising, and she was swearing—something she didn’t like to do. She could hear the panic lifting an octave. Her skin grew warm everywhere, and claustrophobia stole her breath, making it hard to get air. She backed up until her spine hit the wall.

“Olivia. Breathe.”

“Fuck . . . you . . .” she managed between deep breaths.

Somehow, amidst all his pain, he was there, at her front, wrapping his arms around her, holding her close, trapping her between his warm, muscular body and the wall. Heat infused her skin, seeped into her muscles. And though she knew it made zero sense, being enclosed in his arms abated the claustrophobia, though it should have done the opposite.

“I’m here,” he whispered. “You’re okay. But I need you to listen.”

She couldn’t move. Could barely think. Her arms hung at her sides while his body molded to hers and his warm breath fanned the skin near her ear. Beneath the dirt, she could smell him—that sweet, earthy scent of citrus and pine she remembered from the day he’d rescued her in Seattle. She wanted to push him away, to lash out at him, but her muscles weren’t responding to her brain’s commands, and her body was flashing back to months ago, when he’d been her knight in shining armor.

“They’re going to come for you,” he whispered. “They’re going to take you away from me and ask you questions. You don’t know anything. Just answer honestly. Don’t try to lie. They’ll know if you’re lying.”

They. The people who’d taken them. The ones who’d left him bruised and bloody. Fear lodged a knot in her throat. “I can’t—”

“You can. You’re the strongest woman I know.” His voice hitched, and his arms tightened around her. “Don’t try to protect me. Don’t try to protect anyone but yourself. Tell them whatever they want to know. You can get through this. You can live.”

Live . . .

That was all she wanted right now. To go back to her boring life in Boise. But even as the word sank in, she realized he hadn’t said we. He’d said you.

“Landon—”

“They don’t want you, Olivia. They want me. Just tell them what you know about me.”

She wasn’t sure what he meant. Didn’t know what he was saying. Before she could ask, the door slammed open, the sound of hinges creaking and metal hitting metal echoing through the room with an ominous clank that made her jump.

“Bring her,” a voice barked.

Landon released her and stepped away. Olivia wanted to reach for him, wanted to pull him back. Her gaze found his. His chocolate eyes were sad, pained, guilty, and when she realized the confident, commanding man she’d met that day in Seattle was nowhere to be seen in his battered features now, a new sense of fear closed a tight, cold hand around her throat.

The man in the light moved forward, grabbed her by the arm, and wrenched her away from the wall. Landon didn’t say anything. Didn’t reach for her. Didn’t try to stop them. But she read the look in his eyes. And she knew what he was saying even if he didn’t mouth the words.

I’m sorry.
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Seated at his desk, Jake glanced up at the heavy footfalls across his office floor.

“He didn’t make the flight.” Marley slapped a paper on the mahogany surface and pinned him with hard, worried blue eyes.

Carefully—because he’d seen that look before and knew it meant she was in bloodhound mode—Jake lifted the paper and scanned the timeline she’d worked up. “Did you try to call him?”

“He’s not answering his cell.”

“And the hotel?”

“His room was ransacked. No sign of him.”

“Shit.”

“Yeah, you could say that.”

Jake rubbed a hand over his hair. Miller was due back to the DIA in five days. Though Jake hated to lose him, he knew the way the game was played. It was possible someone from the Pentagon had learned Miller had been moonlighting for Aegis, but Jake seriously doubted that was the cause of Miller’s disappearance now. If they had found out, they’d most likely turn a blind eye, especially so close to the man’s reinstatement. No, what concerned Jake most was the fact Miller’s room had been tossed. As if someone was looking for something. As if Miller was the key to finding it.

“The hotel concierge said a woman showed up at the hotel last night inquiring about Landon.”

“Did he give you a description?” Jake asked, reaching for his phone. Miller had given Jake his CO’s info at the DIA, not that Jake ever had any reason to use it, but there was always a first for everything.

“Yes. Medium height, thin, green eyes, shoulder-length blonde hair, American, with a purple butterfly tattoo on her ankle.”

Jake’s hand hovered over the keypad on his phone, and he slanted a look at Marley. Her glasses were pushed up to the top of her head, and her blonde hair hung in a sleek, wavy mass past her shoulders—a new look for her, one he liked more than he should. “A butterfly tattoo? Are you sure?”

“That’s what the man said. I already called her house. Olivia isn’t answering either. And—get this—she took a leave of absence from her teaching job at the end of last week.”

“Son of a bitch.” Jake set the phone down and pushed back from his chair. “Where’s Eve?”

“She and Zane are finishing that assignment in Atlanta.”

“Dammit, I told Miller to fucking leave her alone.” Jake rounded his desk and crossed to his jacket, which was tossed along the back of the couch in his office. He yanked out his cell phone. “Guys like Miller should not get involved with anyone. Period. And he knows that.”

He didn’t wait for Marley’s answer—they’d been around this topic before with other operatives, and he already knew she thought he should butt out of their personal lives. But Landon Miller was not one of his regular operatives. The call went straight to voice mail.

“Son of a bitch,” he muttered again, typing in a new number.

Zane Archer picked up on the second ring. “Whatever happened, it wasn’t me.”

Jake ignored the smartass answer. “Tell your girlfriend to turn her fucking cell on.”

“We’re done for the day. We were taking a break.”

The smile in Archer’s voice told Jake loud and clear just what kind of break they’d been taking. When Jake had hired Eve to work at Aegis, he hadn’t known the two of them were going to be like this—all lovey-dovey and disgustingly in lust. Happiness was the last thing he needed shoved in his face every damn day.

“I need Wolfe to contact her sister. She’s not answering her home or cell numbers.”

“Olivia?” Zane asked. “Why?”

“Because we think she might be with Miller.”

Silence, then, “Shit.”

Yeah. It was. Total shit. Jake raked a hand through his hair, barely believing he was dealing with this crap right now. Zane’s muffled words echoed through the line, and then a click sounded in Jake’s ear, followed by Eve’s concerned voice.

“Ryder? What’s going on? Why do you think Olivia’s with Miller?”

He relayed what Marley had told him. “We don’t know for sure it’s her; we’re just covering all bases.”

“Olivia would not fly all the way to Europe without telling me.”

“When was the last time you talked to her?”

Eve was silent for a moment, then said, “Last week.”

“And how did she sound? Dismissive? Evasive?”

“She’s always dismissive and evasive with me,” Eve answered, a frustrated tone to her voice. “Ever since the abduction, she thinks I’m mothering her to death.”

Which Eve was. Not that Jake could blame her. If his sister had been nabbed by Chechen terrorists, he’d be more than a little protective now too. Luckily, Jake’s sister was tucked up safe and sound in Nashville with her boyfriend and Aegis operative, Brian Walker. “Miller’s been texting her. A lot.”

Marley flipped the paper in Jake’s hand to the second page and pointed at the info she’d gotten from the hotel. Jake read it and winced, and a whole new set of expletives filled his head.

“How do you know that?” Eve asked in his ear.

“Because I pay his fucking cell phone bill.”

“Dammit.”

There was no way to sugarcoat this, and Eve would never want that. A former CIA officer, Eve was as tough as any operative Jake had ever hired. The fact she happened to be able to keep Archer in line was a minor plus. “When Marley called the hotel inquiring what time Miller checked out, she learned he never did. They sent security up to check. The room was empty when they got there, but trashed, and they found blood splatters on the floor and furniture. It also looks like a couple guests they interviewed confirmed a woman fitting Olivia’s description was seen entering Miller’s room late last night.”

“I put a tracking device in her purse.” Muffled, Eve said, “Zane, bring me my computer.”

“You track your sister’s whereabouts?” Jake asked, surprised and impressed. “Does she know this?”

“Are you kidding? She’d kill me if she knew.” The click of keys sounded over the line. “I sewed it into the lining of her purse last month when she refused to tell me where she was going and what she was up to. She went through this phase where she wasn’t telling me anything.” Eve huffed, and more clicking sounded. “Actually, she’s still in that phase. Oh shit.”

“What?” Jake snapped his fingers at Marley and mouthed for her to pull up a map of Spain on the giant computer screen on the wall to his left.

“She’s not in Barcelona.”

Jake breathed out a sigh of relief. “Well, that’s one piece of good news, at least.”

“No,” Eve said, her voice tight. “It’s not. GPS is showing her purse on the island of Sardinia. In the Mediterranean.”
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Olivia bit her lip to keep from crying out as she was pushed into a chair. Her arms had been wrenched behind her back and zip-tied before she’d been pulled out of her room. Plastic cut into the skin of her wrists as she was jerked back against the chair, her arms crushed between her body and the cushion. A bright light flicked on over the table in front of her, and she blinked several times to clear the spots from her vision. Something sharp stabbed into the flesh of her upper arm.

“Hey. What the—” She twisted that direction, her words cutting off when she realized they’d stuck her with another needle.

Panic flooded her system. Another drug. One to knock her out again? Or something worse?

“Olivia Wolfe,” a female voice said from across the room. “Boise, Idaho.”

Olivia’s head shifted toward the voice. She couldn’t see into the darkness beyond the light, but there was a definite accent to the woman’s words. One Olivia had heard before. Breathing deep in an attempt to settle her racing heart, Olivia peered past the light where the woman stood, trying to get a better look. “You seem to know my name, now who are you?”

“Someone,” the woman started, moving toward the table, “who doesn’t like surprises.”

She stepped into the light, and Olivia sucked in a breath when she recognized the red hair and piercing dark eyes staring down at her. The same woman who’d been in Landon’s hotel room.

“You can call me Chantal.” A wicked smile curled the woman’s lips. “Your boyfriend did.”

Every muscle in Olivia’s body went rigid, and she leaned forward in her chair. “Whatever you want from me—”

“I want nothing from you.” Chantal set Olivia’s open wallet on the table, then braced both hands on the metal surface. “Nothing but the exchange of pertinent information. If you help me, I will help you. It’s as simple as that.”

Olivia glanced from Chantal’s dark eyes to the guard standing near the door, thick arms crossed over his chest, unfriendly gaze focused staunchly on her. Landon’s words rang through her head. “Just answer them honestly. Don’t try to lie. They’ll know if you’re lying.”

Had they given her some kind of truth serum? Her pulse ticked up. She’d thought that nothing but an urban myth. But these people were clearly kidnappers and likely terrorists. The kind of nutjobs her sister used to track down for the CIA. Anything was possible. Her gaze slid back to Chantal. Olivia was clearly outmatched, bound, and at their mercy. And Landon was right. If she tried to lie, they’d see right through her.

Though it went against every instinct she had, Olivia calmly asked, “Wh-what kind of information?”

Chantal looked toward the guard and nodded. Olivia stiffened as he moved toward her and pushed her forward at the shoulder. A snap echoed at her back, then pressure eased on her wrists, and the zip tie fell to the floor.

“I apologize for the restraints,” Chantal said. “A precaution. How well do you know Landon Miller?”

Air seeped into Olivia’s lungs. Just having her wrists free made it easier to breathe. Rubbing the sore skin, she leaned back in her seat once more and reminded herself to just be honest, like Landon had said. She didn’t know anything. They wouldn’t get anything out of her. “H-he works with my sister.”

That wasn’t a lie. Landon did work with Eve. How well Olivia knew him was another matter entirely, one she wasn’t interested in exploring right now, all things considered, especially with this woman.

“At the DIA?” Chantal asked.

Olivia shook her head. “At Aegis Security. I didn’t even know he used to work for the”—she swallowed because it was now blisteringly clear what he’d told her a few moments ago was true—“DIA until recently.”

“Smart of him to prepare you.” Chantal eased a hip onto the table and crossed her arms over her chest. She wasn’t wearing the same revealing dress and slutty stilettos she’d been sporting back in Landon’s suite. Now she was dressed in boots, slim black pants, and a fitted, long-sleeved black shirt that showed off every curve. A vicious-looking knife was strapped to her thigh, and a gun Olivia couldn’t identify was holstered at her right hip. Her red hair hung around her face like a halo of fire, and though Olivia tried not to be intimidated, she couldn’t quite get there. The woman looked like a redheaded version of Angelina Jolie straight out of Salt. Sex appeal and danger—two things Olivia most definitely didn’t possess—all wrapped up in one sultry package. No wonder Landon was attracted to her.

Sickness pushed its way up Olivia’s throat, and that burn of humiliation flamed her cheeks all over again.

“Would it surprise you then to learn that he still works for the DIA?” Chantal asked, obviously not noticing—or caring about—Olivia’s reaction.

Yeah, it would surprise Olivia. She forced aside the mortification and focused on the here and now. “H-he works for Aegis.”

“No,” Chantal answered. “He doesn’t. Not really. Aegis is simply his cover. He works for the DIA. And not in any kind of information-gathering capacity, as I’m sure you’re assuming.”

Olivia’s eyes narrowed. She had no idea where Chantal—if that was her real name—was going with this, but something in the back of her mind warned she might not want to know. “What are you implying?”

“I’m not implying anything. I’m saying it flatly. Landon Miller is a contract assassin for the United States Department of Defense.”

For a heartbeat, everything stilled. Even Olivia’s pulse.

No. That couldn’t be true. Disbelief rushed through her. Landon worked for Jake Ryder at Aegis. He worked with her sister and Eve’s boyfriend, Zane Archer. If he was still with the DIA, that meant everything he’d told her these last few months was a lie, not just an omission.

“I see this has come as quite a shock,” Chantal said in that sickeningly sexy French accent, “and that you don’t want to believe it. But think back and ask yourself, what do you really know of Landon Miller?”

Olivia stared down at the table, barely seeing the sleek metal surface. The night she’d met Landon flashed behind her eyes, when he’d rescued her from those terrorists holding her captive in that house in Seattle. The way he’d taken her hand, pulled her toward the back of that cellar and blown open the door, then dragged her up the steps and into the light. She’d been so focused on fresh air, on freedom, on finding a way out that she hadn’t paid attention to what was happening behind them until he’d yelled, “You wanna live? Then haul ass, woman. We’ve got seconds before they’re here.”

Her pulse picked up speed. There’d been three, four . . . at least five terrorists on their tail that night. He’d helped her scale the ten-foot wall surrounding the property, and when she’d asked if he was following, he’d told her not to worry about him. She’d been so scared she’d gone over without a second thought and without looking back. But the sounds—sounds of gunfire and a fight and fist hitting bone—sounds she’d obviously blocked out until right this minute, came screaming back to her now.

He’d taken all of them down. Alone. One against many. When she’d awoken in that hospital room all battered and bruised and a shell of her former self, there’d barely been a mark on him. And when she’d asked what had happened, he’d simply said, “I took care of them. It’s what I do.”

Her skin grew cold and clammy. The air clogged in her throat.

“Yes,” Chantal drew out. “Now you’re putting two and two together. Not the white knight you thought him to be, is he? I work for the French government—undercover, of course. We have reason to believe Landon Miller is planning to assassinate a very important person. The daughter of one of our highest-ranking officials. It’s important that we find her before he does. That’s what I was doing in his room last night. I let him pick me up in the hotel bar so I could decipher his next move. Unfortunately, you got in the way.”

Olivia’s eyes slid closed. She was going to be sick. Landon hadn’t just broken her heart, he’d lied about who he worked for. And not only that, he wasn’t a black ops agent. He killed people for a living.

Could this be true? Was it real? She didn’t know what to believe. Who to trust.

“We need your help, Ms. Wolfe,” Chantal said, sliding Olivia’s wallet across the table toward her. Olivia opened her eyes and stared down at her school ID sticking out of a slot in her wallet. She’d hated that photo when it was taken earlier in the year, but looking at it now, it was like a shadow of the person she’d become. Someone she wished she could warn. “We want you to be able to go back to your old life in Idaho, but you won’t be safe until we can stop Landon Miller. More innocent people don’t need to die because of him.”

She’d been so blinded by hero worship these last few months, she hadn’t taken a close look at the real man. Hadn’t even thought to question what he’d told her.

“Wh-what are you asking me to do?” Olivia managed, staring at her ID card and a face she barely recognized.

“Find out where Danica Crossler is located. He knows. If he gets to her before we do, she’s as good as dead. And since you’re involved in this now too,” Chantal added, “so are you.”
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Landon stood by the door, silent and motionless. Olivia had been gone at least twenty minutes. Flashes of what they’d done to him—of what they could be doing to her now—echoed behind his eyes, but he forced them back. He couldn’t think about what was happening to Olivia. If he did, he’d lose it, and he needed to keep it together so he could get her out of this hellhole.

He didn’t know where they were. Whatever drug they’d given them in the van had knocked them both out, and he didn’t know how long they’d traveled or in what direction. All he knew from the small window high on the wall was that it was dark outside, and that the moon was covered by thick clouds.

Footsteps echoed in the hall beyond his door. His muscles tensed. His mind stopped its frantic spinning and zoned in on the sound, the movement, the groan of metal as a key was slipped into the lock and turned. There were at least three sets of footsteps out there. Three people heading right toward him.

His training kicked in. He didn’t need a gun. His body was a lethal weapon, finely tuned by the DIA and highly destructive. The door pushed inward. Dim light from the corridor spilled into the space. He moved with stealth, grabbing the first guy, knocking his weapon free, then dragging him into the room and snapping his neck with swift movements. A shocked gasp echoed in the room, followed by rapid shuffling. He looked up just in time to see the guard behind Olivia grab her arm and haul her back, then reach for a weapon from the holster at his side.

Landon stepped over the dead man at his feet and grasped the second guard’s hand before he could draw his weapon. His fist plowed into the guard’s face. Olivia yelped and jerked free, stumbling into the room. Landon flung the weapon across the floor, whipped the other guard around, and wrapped his arm around the guard’s neck.

“Landon,” Olivia gasped. “Oh my God.”

He squeezed, cutting off the guard’s air. The guard’s hands flew to Landon’s arm, trying to pull it away. Landon placed one hand on the guard’s jaw, the other on the back of his head, and twisted, snapping the guard’s neck in jerky movements. His body landed at Landon’s feet.

No other sound echoed through the corridor. Landon checked the hall, then dragged both bodies farther into the room so they wouldn’t draw attention. Stepping over the closest, he located both weapons and checked the magazines. Both were full. He shoved one into the back waistband of his pants and set the other at his side while he tugged the boots off the first guard and shoved his bare feet inside.

Heavy, quick breaths brought his head up. He peered through the darkness toward Olivia, plastered against the far wall of the room, her eyes wide and alive with fear.

Don’t think about what they did to her. Just get her the hell out of here.

He pushed up. The boots were one size too small, but they’d work. For now. “Come on, we have to go now.”

She didn’t move a single muscle. Didn’t say anything. Just continued to stare at him and the carnage on the ground with eyes the size of saucers.

She was in shock. He’d seen it before. Didn’t have time to deal with it now. Stepping over the bodies, he reached for her arm, hauling her as gently as he could away from the wall. “Olivia. Focus. We have to leave.”

“Those men . . . You just . . .” She swallowed hard. “You killed them.”

The horror in her words cut to the very heart of him. This was a side of him he’d never wanted her to see. Tightening his grip around her elbow, he dragged her toward the hall. “Bad men, Olivia. Very bad. If I didn’t kill them, they’d have killed us.”

“But they . . . They were only bringing me back here. They didn’t do anything to me. They only asked me questions. They weren’t—”

He stopped and pulled her around so she could see his face in the moonlight spilling into the room. Her eyes grew even wider, and he knew he was scaring her, but he needed her to get it. Relief that they hadn’t hurt her yet trickled through his veins, but it was overridden by the fear of what they’d do next. “Look at the bruises on my face, Olivia. This isn’t a game. They might not have touched you yet, but they will. When they don’t get what they want, they’ll come for you and use you in any way they can to get at me. They’ll torture and rape you, and I’m not about to let that happen. I’ll kill as many of them as needed to get you out of here. Do you understand?”

Her gemlike eyes darted back and forth, searching his for truth, for answers to questions she couldn’t ask and he didn’t have time to answer. But behind that he saw the fear, and the horror at the realization he wasn’t the man she’d thought him to be. Something in his chest squeezed tight. Something he hadn’t even known was there.

He’d just lost her. Even though she’d never been his, somewhere deep inside he’d held on to the fact that maybe, someday, she could be. Now he knew that was nothing more than a dream.

Center yourself.

That’s what he did with every op. Zoned in on his training. Shut down all emotion. Locked away any vulnerability that could get them killed. Especially what he felt for her.

“Do you want to live, Olivia?” he asked in a quiet voice.

She didn’t answer. Her fear-filled eyes continued to search his. But slowly, she nodded.

“Then you need to do exactly as I say and stay with me. If you do, I promise you’ll live. Nod so I know you heard me.”

The muscles in her throat moved as she swallowed, and she nodded again, just the slightest jerk of her head, just enough to tell him she was still with him.

“Good girl. In a few minutes this will all be over.”
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Olivia ducked down and followed Landon through the dim corridor as quietly as she could. Voices echoed in rooms around them, but no doors opened, and for that she was thankful.

Her upper arm itched where they’d stuck that needle into her skin, and she raked her fingernails over the spot, wondering—for the hundredth time—what they’d given her.

If it was truth serum, they hadn’t needed it. She didn’t know anything. Her mind raced back over the conversation with Chantal. It was possible the woman had been telling the truth—that she was working undercover for the French government—but then why the kidnapping? Why the injections? Why wouldn’t they just arrest Landon if they really thought he was plotting to kill some poor girl?

That was the one part of this she couldn’t wrap her mind around. Yes, she’d just seen him kill two men right in front of her with precision and stealth, and yes, she could totally buy into the fact he’d been highly trained—maybe even as an assassin. But to plan the murder of some young girl . . .

That didn’t fit with what she knew of him. Landon Miller was not the kind of guy who got off on hurting women and children. If he were, he would not have saved her life. He would have left her in that hospital in Seattle without a second look. He never would have held her and comforted her on that street outside Pike Place Market when she’d freaked out and had that panic attack.

Olivia slammed into Landon’s back, not even realizing he’d stopped. His heat seeped into her skin, and she caught her breath and tried to back away, but he wrapped an arm behind him, holding her still. “Quiet,” he whispered.

Her heart rate kicked up, and her skin grew hot as the memory of his mouth slanting over hers, of the way he’d backed her against that wall in his hotel room and all but devoured her whole filled her mind. Even after everything she’d seen in the last twenty-four hours, her body still came to life close to him like this, as if he had some magical switch to turn her on. Why, dear God, couldn’t she be attracted to a teacher or a salesman or a golf instructor? Why did it have to be him, here, now? She didn’t even know the man, and what she’d learned the last few hours had only pissed her off. So why was she still reacting to him like this?

“There are stairs that lead up,” he whispered, turning his head just enough so she could see the hard, strong line of his jaw and the tiny bump in the slope of his nose that told her he’d broken it more than once. “Stay here while I check it out.”

She nodded because she still couldn’t seem to get her voice to work. As he moved away, she slipped into the darkness at the bottom of the stairwell and waited. A chill spread over her skin, replacing the warmth of his body, and she shivered, rubbing her hands over her arms to stimulate blood flow. Her fingertips grazed that spot on her arm again, only now it wasn’t just itchy. It was sore.

Oh man. She couldn’t think about the drug they’d given her. She was just thankful it hadn’t knocked her out or immobilized her. Long minutes passed in silence. She looked up the dark stairwell but couldn’t see Landon.

The fine hairs along her nape stood straight. He wouldn’t have left her. She believed that in her gut. No matter who or what he was, he’d never done one thing to hurt her. At least so far.

A sound echoed down the corridor at her back. Olivia jerked in that direction and tried to peer through the darkness to see where it had come from. A hand landed on her shoulder. She lurched around and swung out, ready to fight if she had to.

“Sh,” Landon said. “Just me.”

Pulse racing, she pressed a hand against her chest. “You scared me.”

“Sorry, I—”

The voices grew stronger. Landon lifted his head and peered past her. She watched his eyes harden, watched his jaw tighten, but she didn’t have time to ask what he saw. His arms closed around her, and he pulled her with him, beneath the metal staircase, into an even darker corner.

Fear lurched into her throat. Footsteps echoed closer, followed by voices and words shouted in French. Landon tuned them around, so his back was plastered to the wall and she was at his front, his eyes carefully searching the space beyond her. Boots hitting the metal stairs just above sounded through the hall, and Olivia gasped. Landon’s hand closed over her mouth, and his arm tightened around her back, dragging her even closer into the heat of his body.

“Easy,” he whispered, his warm breath fanning the skin near her ear. And his scent—citrus and pine—filled her senses, making every inch of her skin tingle. He was hard everywhere, his arm holding her tight around her back, his muscular chest pressing into hers, his massive thighs cradling her hips, even his—no, she had to be imagining that—his thickening cock pushing into the softness of her belly.

He couldn’t possibly be turned on right now. Not with everything that was happening. Not when they could be caught and killed at any minute. Besides, he wasn’t interested in a thin, weak schoolteacher who had to be freaking rescued all the time. He was interested in tough, kick-ass, sexy women, like Chantal.

He kissed you.

True. But she’d kissed him first. He’d obviously just been being nice because she’d surprised him.

He chased after you, not Chantal.

Maybe. But only because he’d felt guilty for being caught.

He told you the moment he opened that door and saw you, it was the happiest moment of his life.

Memories mixed with that little voice, messing with her head, screwing with her emotions. She couldn’t deny there was something between them—or at least there had been before all of this. But if he’d wanted her so much, why had he picked Chantal up in that bar? Why hadn’t he come to see her once in the last three months? She’d invited him—several times—and each time he’d had an excuse for why he couldn’t visit.

“I think they’re gone.”

Landon’s warm breath and whispered words pulled Olivia back from her frazzled thoughts. Slowly, he drew his hand away from her mouth and eased back a few inches. Olivia looked up, hoping to see something in his eyes that would confirm she was right and that the little voice didn’t know what the heck it was saying. But when her eyes met his, the air caught in her lungs, and her skin grew hot and tingly all over again. Because she didn’t see strategy in his eyes, or focus, or even determination that he’d get them out of this alive like he’d claimed. She saw desire burning in those dark pools. The same desire she suddenly felt.

She pulled herself away, needing the space, needing to think. What she really needed to focus on was what they were going to do next, not on some stupid emotion that didn’t even matter anymore. She swiped her sweaty hands on her jeans and nodded toward the stairs. “Don’t think we can go that way anymore.”

“No, we can’t.” He looked around. “There’s gotta be another set of stairs on the other side. Come on.”

He took her hand, and she let him even though she knew better. His palm was wide and warm, and his long fingers engulfed her small hand. He led her out from beneath the stairs, back into the small corridor, and around to the opposite side of the building. They were in some kind of basement or bunker area. The air was cool and dank. Large wooden barrels were scattered throughout the hallway. The high windows she’d seen in her room had to be only slightly higher than ground level.

They found a ladder that disappeared into darkness. Landon left her standing at the base while he went up to check. Her anxiety shot up again, but unlike the last time, no sound echoed anywhere close. Nothing in the halls or above their heads. Seconds later, Landon appeared, motioning her to follow. “Bingo. Come on.”

Her fingers closed along the metal rungs, and she climbed behind him until fresh air washed over her face. She drew in a deep, invigorating breath and kept climbing. At the top, Landon reached for her hand and hauled her up. Dirt and pebbles crunched under her tennis shoes as she pushed to her feet. Clouds passed over the full moon, but there was enough light to see they were in the courtyard of some Mediterranean style villa.

“Stay quiet,” he whispered. “There are probably guards.”

So much for being home free. Olivia slinked along behind him, careful to stay in the shadows as much as possible. Palms rustled in the warm breeze, and the scent of some kind of fruit wafted on the air.

She tried to figure out what it was. Couldn’t. Landon wrapped an arm around her and hauled her close to him, and she stifled a yelp and fought to keep her footing.

“There. Do you see that?” he whispered close to her ear.

Olivia’s head felt like it was in a fog. She didn’t like being held so tightly or so closely. Especially not when her brain wasn’t working right. Not wanting to create a scene, though, she held still, peering through the darkness toward whatever it was he was looking at.

The walls of the courtyard opened up to a vineyard, which spread out below them down a hill, the vines separated here and there by tall oak trees. She’d seen vineyards from the air when she’d flown into Barcelona, which meant they could still be in Spain. But they could just as easily be in France or even Italy at this point. The warm breeze told her they were still somewhere in the Mediterranean, but that didn’t mean much considering she knew virtually nothing about this part of the world.

Her gaze scanned the horizon. She still couldn’t see what he was looking at. He held up a hand and pointed, and that’s when she spotted it. A utility vehicle. A cross between an ATV and a golf cart. Parked midway down the vineyard on a dirt access road.

“What about keys?” she whispered.

“There will be keys, don’t worry,” Landon whispered back. “We’re on a farm in the middle of nowhere. They’re not going to expect someone to steal it. You’ll be fine.”

“Me?”

“You can do it. Listen carefully. Wait for my signal, then head west.”

“Which way is west?”

He pointed right.

Panic snaked its way through her chest. “Where will you be?”

“Creating a diversion so you can get away.”

Olivia didn’t like the sound of that. “Landon—”

“Find a phone in one of the nearby villages and call your sister. Aegis will figure out a way to pick you up. And stay the hell out of sight. They’ll be looking for you.”

They. She didn’t even know who they were.

But before she could ask, reality slammed into her. He wasn’t coming with her. “Wait a minute. What are you—?”

He turned her to face him, and his hands found her face, tipping her eyes up to meet his. Moonlight spilled over his rugged features, highlighting the crook in his nose, the jagged scar along the left side of his face, and the thinner scar near his jaw. “I’m sorry I got you into this. I’m sorry . . .” Regret reflected in his eyes. “Yeah, I’m sorry for a lot of shit, but mostly that. Drive hard and drive fast, and watch where you’re going because you can’t use headlights.”

“Landon—”

He let go of her, pushed away before she was ready to be released, and reached for the gun from his pocket. “Go now. And stay low.”

Things were happening so fast, Olivia couldn’t process. “But how . . . ? You . . . How will I know what kind of signal?”

“You’ll know it when you hear it.” He moved behind a potted olive tree. “Go now, Olivia.”

Something in her chest pinched. Something that stole her breath. As she watched him slink away in the shadows, she had this terrible feeling in the pit of her stomach that she’d never see him again.

She should be happy about that. She should be relieved. After everything he’d put her through the last few hours and everything she’d seen, he was the last person she should want anywhere near her. But she didn’t feel that way. No, the Landon Miller that Chantal woman had described, the one she’d claimed was an assassin, wasn’t this man. Not this one who was sacrificing himself to save her. A nobody schoolteacher from Nowhere, America.

He disappeared into the darkness of the courtyard, and when she could no longer see him, Olivia turned back to peer out at the sleeping vineyard, blinking back the sudden wetness in her eyes.

Common sense told her that if there were guards in the towers above, watching for any kind of movement, they might see her make a break for it, could fire on her from above, and she could be dead within seconds. But if she stayed here, cowering in the corner and didn’t take a chance, she might never be free.

She’d broken free before. Her mind flashed back to that Conex container she’d been trapped in after she’d been abducted three months ago. To the flash of light, the fresh air, to the men dragging her toward that van. She’d taken a chance then and run. And ultimately they’d caught her and beat her. She’d paid for trying to escape, but she knew she’d do it again in a heartbeat, even with the same outcome, because she was a fighter.

“Do you want to live, Olivia?” Yes, she did. She hadn’t given up then, and she wasn’t giving up now. And she wasn’t about to let some stupid man give up for her.

For the second time in twenty-four hours, she ignored Landon’s orders and did what she knew was right.
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Landon slinked around the edge of the building and located the propane tank thirty-five feet out from a utility building set back from the compound. A wood fence ran around the tank, hiding it from view, but he knew it was his target from the pipes sticking up from the ground near the building, in direct line with the small square fence.

He glanced up at the nearby tower. An oak tree stood between him and the fence. Dragging in a deep breath, he sprinted through the dim light and drew up sharply when he reached the shadow of the tree, then plastered his back to the trunk.

His breaths came fast and shallow. By now Olivia had to be well into the vineyard. She could run fast when she wanted. He’d watched her do it. He said a quick prayer she’d get to that Kubota before the guards in the towers noticed any movement.

Don’t think about Olivia. You don’t have time.

No, he didn’t. But as his eyes fixed on the wood fence surrounding his target, he couldn’t help but think back to the way she’d looked up at him when he’d held her under those stairs. The fit of her body against his had excited every part of him and sent blood rushing to his cock. He knew she’d felt it—she’d have to be dead not to feel that—and he’d seen it in her eyes when she’d eased back and looked up at him. But he’d also seen fear. The kind he was used to seeing in women’s eyes when they got their first look at him, and it had quickly dampened any arousal he’d been feeling. Because Olivia was the one person who’d never been afraid of him, who’d seemed to see through the exterior, who’d made him think he could be something more than a killer trained by the DIA.

That’s exactly what you are. Accept it and move on.

The kicker was, though, he had. And then Olivia Wolfe had dropped into his life, and he’d found himself wanting . . . more.

Focus, dumbass.

He pushed thoughts of Olivia out of his mind and zeroed in on the fence. As a cloud passed in front of the moon, dimming the light, he darted toward the edge of the fence, away from the view of the tower. The gate was locked, and he didn’t have a key. Luckily, the panels were nailed, not screwed—thank the fucking stars above—to braces on the inside.

He tucked his gun in the front of his jeans, slunk down, and moved around the corner of the fence. Reaching for the top of the closest board, he flexed his muscles and pulled. Metal groaned as he pried the nails from the wood. He ground his teeth and jerked the panel free, then tossed it to the ground. Just as he’d hoped, a one-thousand-gallon propane tank sat inside the square fence.

He pried off two more boards, just in case, grasped the handgun at his waist, and slinked back into the shadows along the building, thirty-five feet away. When he reached the corner, he peered around the edge, looking for any kind of movement. The grounds were quiet. In the tower above, though, a shadow passed in front of the light, indicating someone was up there, watching.

He ducked around the side of the building and looked back. Across the compound, a dog barked, and voices echoed, rising up in the night. Lights flashed in another tower, and a flurry of activity lit up the courtyard.

The tat-tat-tat of gunfire echoed through the night. Landon’s heart rate jerked.

Run, Olivia.

He lifted his gun in both hands, peered around the building toward the propane tank he’d exposed, and lined up his shot. His focus zeroed in on the target. And pushing aside everything else, he pulled the trigger.
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The first bullet ricocheted off the ground inches from her shoes, and Olivia screamed. Fear dropped her to her stomach. Dirt and mulch flew up in the air around her. She coughed, then struggled to her feet, trying to stay low in the vines so whoever was shooting couldn’t find her.

Her heart pounded hard beneath her ribs. At her back, a cacophony of dogs barked, and voices echoed. They were coming for her. They’d seen her. She had seconds before they’d be on top of her.

She lurched beneath the vines to the next row. The ATV Landon had told her to run for was fifteen yards ahead, parked beneath an oak tree. Her shoes skidded to a stop in the loose earth near the bright-orange vehicle, and she ducked inside, scanning the dashboard for the keys he said would be there.

They were still in the ignition. Holding her breath, Olivia reached for the keys to turn the engine over, when she realized she hadn’t seen Landon’s signal yet.

Where was he? Oh God, had they gotten him? Fingers on the key, she looked over her shoulder, scanning the compound for any sign of him. A roar echoed in the night sky. The ground shook. A split second later, an explosion lit up the right side of the compound, sending flames shooting fifty feet into the air.

The vehicle rocked, and Olivia let go of the keys to grab on to the frame of the machine. Her heart lurched into her throat. She pushed herself back up, wondering what had happened, hoping Landon hadn’t been anywhere near that explosion when it had gone off. Praying . . .

That was the sign.

Her lungs felt like they condensed down three sizes. Hands shaking, she turned the key. The engine roared to life, but the sound was muffled by the raging fire behind her. Gripping the wheel, she pushed down on the gas pedal, then yelped as the ATV jerked to life beneath her, rocketing her down the lane between two rows of grapes.

She couldn’t see a thing. The night was dark, and she couldn’t figure out where the headlights were to flip them on. A tree loomed ahead, and she jerked the wheel to the right, narrowly missing plowing the ATV head-on into the trunk.

He said to go right.

Right? She couldn’t tell which way was right out here in the dark. When she drove straight through a row of vines and the branches smacked against the windshield, she bit down on her tongue to keep from crying out. The metallic taste of blood pooled in her mouth, but she ignored it, focusing instead on not killing herself while she tried to maneuver through the vineyard. A glance to her right confirmed she was running parallel to the vineyard, not away from it like Landon had told her to do.

She cranked hard on the wheel, angling back toward the villa. Voices echoed through the night. She could see the frantic rush of bodies hustling around the compound. Fear balled in her chest with what she was about to do.

A figure appeared in the middle of the lane. She shrieked, slammed on her brakes, and barely missed running into the person. Pulse racing, Olivia pried her eyelids open in time to see Landon stalking around the vehicle to her left, heading right for her, his body covered in black soot.

“I told you to get lost. Not come back. What in bloody hell were you thinking?”

He pushed her over, forcing her to slide across the bench, taking the seat behind the wheel. Whipping the rig around, he glanced over his shoulder and stomped down on the gas, rocketing them down the aisle.

The scents of burning wood and rubber filled the air. Olivia didn’t have time to be relieved. She grasped the back of her seat and held on for dear life. “I was thinking about saving your neck. A thank-you is in order.”

They reached the end of the row. He cast her a surprised look, then jerked the vehicle to the right, cranking on the wheel. “I didn’t ask for it. When I tell you to do something, fucking do it.”

The way he was swearing grated on every last bit of her control. “If you don’t like the way I do things, don’t send me to do them!”

The ping of bullets hitting metal echoed somewhere close, and Olivia yelped, covering her head with her hands.

“Son of a bitch,” Landon muttered. Then to her, “Take the wheel. And goddammit, stay down.”

Too shocked to do anything but, Olivia ducked her head and reached for the wheel. He kept his foot on the gas while she scrambled over him, his hard body brushing her back, his heat seeping into her for a split second before he was gone. Her foot slid over his, and then he moved out from under her, letting her have control of the vehicle once more while he lifted his weapon.

Gunfire echoed through the night. She clenched her jaw, ducked her head, and tried to block out the sounds as she whipped the vehicle behind another oak tree. Landon swore. Another ping echoed off the ATV. Ahead, Olivia spotted the edge of the vineyard and the olive grove beyond.

“Hold on,” she yelled.

Landon swore again, but braced himself and kept firing. Olivia jerked the vehicle around the first olive tree, then the next, pushing down on the gas with every bit of strength in her leg, using the grove as a cover—or at least as better cover than those vines.

“Keep going,” Landon shouted above the roar of the engine. “Don’t let up!”

Another ping. Another echo of gunfire. Olivia leaned forward, narrowed her eyes, and headed for the forest beyond the olive grove. Oh, she wasn’t about to let up. Not now. Not when they were almost free.
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“No, keep going.” Landon glanced around the small village as Olivia slowed the Kubota a half hour later. The soft glow of streetlights illuminated houses and empty cobblestone streets, but there was little cover for them to hide behind, and they weren’t far enough from the compound yet to make him breathe easier. He pointed to the right, indicating for her to go around the village, not through it.

“Which way?” she asked when she reached the other side.

He glanced behind them as he finished ripping off a strip of fabric from the tail of his shirt. He couldn’t see anyone following, which meant they’d given their kidnappers the slip, but he didn’t doubt they’d be on their trail soon enough. “Right. Head east.”

He wrapped the fabric around his upper arm and pulled tight, tying it off as Olivia turned the rig that direction.

“What’s wrong with your arm?” she asked.

“Nothing. Just ripped my shirt.”

She didn’t prod for more, and he figured that was good news on his part. He’d been hit by something—flying debris, ricocheting metal from the blast, a bullet—but he wasn’t losing enough blood to cause permanent damage, and there was no sense looking until he got Olivia to safety.

The ATV bounced over uneven terrain, and Landon braced his one-size-too-small boots on the dash and tried to ignore the burn in his arm.

“Why not this village?” she asked.

“Because it’s the first place they’ll look for us.” He glanced behind them again before settling back in his seat. “We’ll need to ditch this rig. It’s not going to get us far.”

“It would help if we knew where the heck we were,” Olivia mumbled.

He slanted a sideways look her direction. She’d tucked her hair behind her ears and was focused on the dark terrain in front of them. Since he hadn’t let her turn on the headlamps, she could barely see and was using the moonlight to guide her. Her jaw was set, her eyes narrowed, her slim hands wrapped around the steering column. She was as focused as he’d ever seen her, and his stomach did a little flip when he thought about how calm she’d been during that whole escape—how she’d come back for him.

He clenched his jaw. “We need to talk about your decision-making skills. When I tell you to do something, I need you to do it, not ignore me and do whatever you damn well please.”

She stomped on the brakes, jerking the vehicle to a halt. His body flew forward, hit the dash, and bounced back. He groaned as pain lit up his arm and shoulder.

“Seriously?” Gripping the steering wheel until her knuckles turned white, she glared his direction. “You’re going to pull that on me now? After I saved your life? If it weren’t for me, you’d be right back in that cell again. Or worse, dead.”

He pushed himself back into his seat and grimaced, rolling his shoulder against the pain. “I’d have dealt with it and been fine.”

“Oh, right.” She looked out the windshield again. “I forgot. The way you deal with everything. Yeah, I saw the way you dealt with those two guards.”

She pushed down on the gas, this time a little harder, forcing the vehicle to bounce over rocks and lumps in the field. His body jerked back against the seat. A ribbon of guilt snaked through him. Not because he’d killed those two guards, but because she’d seen him do it.

“Look. It was either them or us. You know that, right?”

He couldn’t read her expression, but her jaw tensed as she swerved to avoid hitting a tree. “How many ‘thems’ have there been? Give me a number.”

His hand stilled in the act of reaching for the dash to brace himself. “That’s not—”

“More than ten? Obviously more than ten,” she muttered. “I mean, you killed at least five back in Seattle when you rescued me from that house, and then those two today, and God only knows how many for breakfast. That’s clearly more than ten.”

The lift to her voice, the way she was staring ahead and the rig was bouncing over branches and boulders as if she weren’t even seeing them told him loud and clear she’d reached her limit. “Okay, stop the vehicle.”

“Do you even work for Aegis? Was that all a lie? That woman said you work for the DIA. Not that you used to work for the DIA, like you insinuated to me. How does it work? Do people just call you up and say, ‘I’m ticked at my dad, take care of him for me’? How the hell does that work?”

She was quickly moving from pissed to hysterical, and she wasn’t slowing the vehicle. If anything, she was pushing harder on the gas. “Olivia,” he said carefully, bracing his hand on the dash, “stop the rig.”

“I think I have a right to know,” she went on. “They said you’re after this young girl, this Danica Crossler. Is that her name? Why? Unless she’s like that Angelina Jolie wannabe back there, what could she have possibly done to warrant your wanting to kill her? God”—she shook her head—“I’m such an idiot. Why the hell does this keep happening to me? How do I keep ending up with the nutcases? I swear I have ‘Psycho Magnet’ stamped to my forehead.”

Landon reached over and killed the engine. Startled, Olivia looked down at the speedometer as the vehicle began to slow, then eased on the brake, her eyes growing wide with disbelief. “What do you think you’re doing?”

He wasn’t sure what she’d been told when they’d pulled her out of that room to interrogate her, but he needed to get this out in the open. If for no other reason than to make sure she didn’t plow the Kubota head-first into a boulder or tree and kill them before he had a chance to get her to freedom. He had to hand it to her. She’d held it together a lot longer than most. And she’d come back to save his life. No one did that. No one he’d ever met.

He pulled the keys from the ignition and reached for her. “Olivia, listen to me. I—”

“No.” She jerked back and scrambled out of the Kubota. “No, I’m done listening to you. You humiliated me, you put my life in danger, you almost got me killed, and you lied to me. All this time I thought you were just an operative for Aegis.”

Calmly, because he knew she was on the edge, he climbed out of the vehicle, tucked the keys in his pocket as he rounded the hood, and stood in front of her. “I was. Sort of.”

“Sort of? Sort of? How do you sort of work for someone?”

“It’s . . . complicated.”

“I’ll tell you what’s complicated. You lying to me. About who and what you are. You’re not an Aegis operative at all. You still work for the DIA. You’re . . .”

“What?”

She waved her hands in front of her, a sick look passing over her face. “You’re . . .”

“Just say it.” He wanted her to say it. Wanted to hear the words come out of her mouth. Because as soon as they did, he could stop fantasizing about some stupid relationship that was going nowhere.

Her eyes flattened and hardened, then settled on his. “You’re a killer.”

The whispered words were a sucker punch, straight to the gut. He’d expected them to hurt, but not to knock the wind completely out of him.

“Yes,” he said slowly, locking down those emotions that shouldn’t be bombarding him. “Technically, I still work for the DIA. But I didn’t lie to you when I said I was working for Aegis. I was. In an unapproved fashion. While I’ve been on leave from the DIA.”

“On leave from killing people.”

This was clearly a major sticking point for her. Exactly as he knew it would be. “That’s a simplistic description. I’m more like a people finder.”

“Oh my God.” She lifted her arms, took a step away, and then dropped them to her sides. “A people finder who kills people. It’s not simplistic at all. You either kill people or you don’t. Don’t lie to me anymore. I was there, Landon. I saw what you did to those two guards. Is that what you’re going to do to me? If I piss you off enough, is that what’s waiting for me?”

He moved without thinking, gripped her by the arms, and pulled her up against him. “Do you honestly think I would hurt you?”

Her eyes searched his in the moonlight. She didn’t immediately answer. Against his chest, he felt the increased beat of her heart, but he also saw the doubt lurking in her soft green gaze. “I don’t know. Everything I thought I knew is wrong. Before last night, I thought there was something happening between us, but I was obviously wrong. And then all of this . . . I don’t know what to believe anymore.” She hesitated. “They said you want to kill that girl.”

“No, Olivia.” His temper eased. “I don’t want to kill her. I’m trying to keep them from killing her.”

“Why? Who is she? And what do they want with her? They said they were with the French police.”

Landon huffed and let go of her. “They’re not with any police force. At least not any legitimate one. Did you see the tattoos on the guards’ arms? The compass in a circle cut by two diagonal blades? It’s a terrorist group. The Red Brotherhood. They operate underground, mostly in Europe.”

Olivia rubbed her right hand over her opposite arm as if she were chilled. “What do they want with that girl? They said she was the daughter of a French official. And how are you involved in all this?”

Landon glanced past her toward the dark olive grove at her back. They didn’t have time for this. People were out looking for them right this minute. Even though they were in the Mediterranean, the temperature was cool at night. He didn’t have a coat or sweater or anything to give Olivia to warm her up. He needed to get her to some kind of shelter soon. But he knew if he didn’t give her something, she wasn’t getting back in the Kubota.

He rested one hand on the top of the ATV and placed the other on his hip as he tried to figure out how much to tell her. “A couple of years ago, the DIA sent me on a job. There was this scientist—Albert Crossler—who’d been tinkering with a new biotoxin that was really nasty. He hadn’t perfected it yet, but the US government got wind of it and wanted it. Crossler agreed to sell it to them, but after he created it, decided to sell it on the black market instead. Once word got out about what he’d planned, he went into hiding. The DIA sent me to find him.”

“Find him and do what?” Olivia asked carefully.

Landon rubbed two fingers over his brow, hating what he had to say next but knowing there was no way around it. Hating—especially—how it would change what Olivia thought and felt about him forever. “Find him and retrieve the biotoxin. And then make sure he couldn’t recreate it. Ever.”
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Olivia drew in a deep breath, not knowing how to respond. Landon had just confirmed every one of her fears.

He was an assassin for the DIA. That woman in the compound had been right. He killed people for a living.

Bile slinked up her esophagus, but she forced it back, wanting—needing—to know more.

“You have to understand,” he said, looking at her with those dark eyes, “there are people in the military and our government who do things behind the scenes so bad shit doesn’t happen. If Crossler had sold that toxin to the Red Brotherhood or any other terrorist faction, there’s no telling how many innocent people would be dead around the globe today because of it.”

“I get that,” she said quickly, crossing her arms over her chest and rubbing her biceps because she didn’t want to think about that part of it all. She knew that her sister had done some things she wasn’t proud of all in the name of national security—what, exactly, Olivia wasn’t sure, but Eve had hinted at such over the last few months when Olivia had asked about her years with the CIA. Had she killed people too? Olivia wasn’t naïve enough to think that there weren’t people working undercover to keep the world safe, but there had to be a line between killing good people and killing bad, right?

For reasons she didn’t quite understand, she needed to know that Landon wasn’t a cold-blooded killer. And that he didn’t enjoy it.

Please don’t say you enjoy it.

“What happened when you went to . . . ? When you . . . ?” She swallowed hard. “What happened when you went to do your job?”

She couldn’t even say it. She knew that made her weak, but she didn’t care.

“I found him at his lab. He wasn’t surprised to see me. I think he must have known someone would get to him sooner or later. He cooperated and led me to the storage area. My orders were to take one sample of the toxin and destroy the rest. But he’d already gotten rid of it. There were no traces of the toxin at the facility.”

So the guy had known he’d be caught, and he wasn’t ashamed of what he’d done. Did that justify Landon killing him? Probably, but something in her gut hoped there was more.

“If he was dead,” Landon went on, “he couldn’t tell us where he’d stashed the toxin. So I decided to take him with me instead. Only his wife showed up then. And unlike him, she wasn’t cooperative. She was pissed.”

Olivia’s stomach tightened. She wasn’t sure she wanted to know more, but she needed to hear it all.

“I didn’t even know she was there. The intel said Crossler was alone at his lab. In situations like this, there are always acceptable losses. She saw me. She’d overheard our conversation. She knew where I was from and what I was there to do.”

A bitter reality rushed through Olivia. “So you killed her.”

“No.” He looked at her, and in his eyes she saw truth. A truth that rocked her to her core. “I draw the line at innocent women and children.”

When she didn’t answer, he looked down at the ground and kicked a rock near the toe of his boot. “She attacked me. I decided my best play was to get Crossler and get the hell out of there, but she went ballistic. She pulled a gun from under a table and fired. Somehow Crossler got hit. When she lunged for me, I pushed her back. She fell and hit her head against the counter.”

Olivia tried to picture the scene. The chaos. The blood. The woman’s psychotic screaming. “So you did kill her.”

“Not on purpose. I know you probably don’t see the distinction, but there’s a difference. A big one. At least there is for me.” Olivia did see it. But she wasn’t ready to admit that much just yet. “So what about the girl? I’m assuming this Danica is a daughter?”

Landon blew out a breath. “Yeah. My orders were to torch the lab upon completion of the job. Since they were both dead, I did a quick walk-through to make sure the toxin wasn’t hidden somewhere else, and that’s when I found her, hiding in a closet. She hadn’t seen what had happened, but she’d heard it. She was twenty at the time. One of those super smart genius kids who’d gone to college at the age of twelve and was already finishing her PhD. She’d recently started working with her father in his lab. The DIA missed that valuable piece of intel.”

“Did you . . .” God, she hated how this sounded. “Did you try to kill her too?”

“No.” Landon dropped back to lean on the driver’s seat of the Kubota, his feet braced in the dirt. “I told you I don’t do that kind of thing. I let her go.”

“Just like that?”

He was silent for a moment, staring down at the ground in front of him. “Yeah. Just like that.”

A strange vibration lit off in Olivia’s chest. The girl obviously could have identified him. She could have told people what he’d done. Had he not cared? What must this girl have thought of him after knowing—or thinking—he’d killed her parents?

Her mind flipped back to the gentle way Landon had comforted her on that street in Seattle three months ago when she’d flipped out after he’d rescued her from those Chechen terrorists who’d abducted her to get to her sister. How he’d held her and whispered soothing words in her ear. How she’d never been afraid of him, not once in all the time she’d known him, even after she’d watched him kill those guards only hours ago. Shocked? Yes. Freaked the hell out? Absolutely. But never afraid. Had this girl thought the same? Had he shown her the kind of compassion he’d shown Olivia?

A million questions circled in Olivia’s mind. She looked over at him, waiting for more, but he didn’t seem to notice. He was staring down at the dirt, his arms crossed over his muscular chest, his black button-down untucked and ripped in various places, one boot resting on the frame of the Kubota, lost in his own thoughts.

Was he remembering back to that day? Did he relive parts of it the way she relived her abduction? He’d said he still worked for the DIA but that he really was working for Aegis when she’d met him. She didn’t know how that was possible and wanted to ask, but another burning question needed answering first.

“Why do those people think you know where Danica Crossler is hiding?”

“Because after I reported back to my CO about what happened, I went and found her.”

“Why?”

“Why?” He was silent for several seconds. “Because I knew people—good and bad—would be looking for her. She’d worked with her father on some pretty scary research. And I knew even though she was smart as shit, she probably didn’t have the first clue how to hide.”

“You . . . helped her?”

“I got her set up somewhere safe. Taught her how to stay out of view and protect herself. I made sure they couldn’t find her.”

“Why?” Olivia wasn’t surprised anymore, simply curious. Why would a man—a DIA assassin—feel that kind of obligation toward a girl he didn’t even know?

Why did he start texting you?

She swallowed the lump in her throat, not wanting to draw too many parallels just yet, and waited for his answer. Several heartbeats went by before he said, “Because I ruined her life. Because I owed her. Because . . . it was the right thing to do.”

Olivia’s heart stuttered, and a firm reality slapped her in the face. One that slowly pushed her pulse higher until it was a roar in her ears.

He wasn’t a cold-blooded killer. A cold-blooded killer would never have cared about some orphaned girl. He wouldn’t have given a second thought to whether she lived or died. And he certainly wouldn’t be standing here now, out in the middle of nowhere, relaying it all to some woman who’d accused him of being a monster.

Heat burned her cheeks. Heat and regret and a thousand different emotions she didn’t have time to decipher right now. “Do you”—she swallowed that lump again—“know where she is?”

“Yeah. I’m the only one.”

Olivia’s head felt as if it was spinning. Spinning out of control. “So the people who took us. They want the biotoxin? And she—Danica—has it?”

“I don’t know if she’s recreated it. But yeah, she knows the formula.”

Another whisper of shock rustled through Olivia. “And the DIA isn’t afraid she’ll try to sell it on the black market, like her parents?”

He lifted his head and pinned her with that singular focus. The one that made her heart skip a beat. “No. The DIA thinks she’s dead.”

“Wh-why?”

“Because I told them I killed her.”

He cared about the girl. The realization was like a shot to Olivia’s stomach. How often did Landon see her? What kind of relationship did they have? Was it like the relationship Olivia had with him—flirty and platonic—or was it more like what he’d started with that woman, Chantal, in his hotel suite—hot and sexual?

Holy cow. Don’t be jealous. You have no right to be jealous. He’s not yours.

But she wanted him to be. Wanted him more than was rational. Wanted him even knowing everything he’d done.

He pushed away from the vehicle and moved toward her. A piercing, pleading, worried look filled his sexy eyes. “I’m not going to hurt you, Olivia. I promise. I just want to get you somewhere safe where we can call Aegis and have you picked up. But we have to keep going. Those people are looking for us. I’ll tell you anything you want to know. Just please get back in the Kubota.”

Clouds moved overhead, causing a little more moonlight to shine down on his face, and she had to look away because the sight of that rugged jaw and those penetrating eyes were too much for her right now. Yes, she believed what he’d told her, but she was still struggling with how she felt about it all. And more than anything she was struggling with these feelings that were growing for him all over again. Feelings she thought she’d put behind her the moment she’d found that woman in his room.

“I can’t . . .” She meant to say deal with this right now. But her gaze strayed to his broad shoulders, then to his left arm, which she could now see—thanks to the increased light—was wet, and finally to the fabric near his upper arm. Ripped, frayed, the skin beneath stained with red.

Blood. That wasn’t sweat dampening his shirtsleeve. It was blood.

“Oh my God, you’re bleeding.” She reached for his arm. “When did you get hurt?”

“It’s nothing. Don’t worry about.”

“It’s not nothing.” She tugged on the black fabric and ripped the hole wider so she could get a good look. The entire edge of his upper arm was red and bleeding, the inner flesh fully exposed. “Oh my God.”

His hand closed over hers against his forearm, and the warmth of his fingers kept her from losing what little lunch was left in her stomach. “I’m fine, Olivia. I tied it off. It’s just a flesh wound. There’s no reason for you to worry about me. I don’t deserve it.”

Her gaze drifted up to his. A sadness lingered in his eyes, one she hadn’t seen before. One that was so at odds with the confident, take-charge operative the rest of the world saw.

Was he saying he didn’t deserve to have someone care? That he didn’t deserve compassion? Everyone deserved that, no matter what they’d done in the past.

She let go of his arm and moved for the ATV. “Get back in.”

“Olivia—”

She climbed behind the wheel. “You need bandages and antiseptic and”—holy cow, she didn’t know what else—“antibiotics. We should be able to find that in another village, right? So get back in and stop wasting time.”

He didn’t move, just stood still staring at her, and she knew what he was thinking. That she had to be completely mental. She’d gone from scared and freaking out to screaming at him to now ordering him around, but she didn’t care what he thought. Because only one thing mattered. Regardless of what he’d done, he’d saved her life—twice now. And it was her turn to do the same for him.

“Aren’t you getting in?” she asked.

“Yeah.” He moved around the Kubota and climbed in beside her. “Yeah, I am.”

He handed her the keys, and she slipped them into the ignition and started the engine with hands that were steadier than she expected. As the vehicle lurched forward, she felt his gaze resting on her, but she didn’t turn to look. Couldn’t. Because her emotions were still too raw to deal with anything but his immediate wound. After that . . .

Yeah, after that she wasn’t sure what she’d do. Living moment to moment seemed like the best plan right now. Because if she thought too far ahead, she was afraid she might lose it for good.

“You’re amazing,” he said in a low voice. “You know that? Simply amazing.”

She huffed. “No, I’m just stubborn. Trust me, in the long run it will be my downfall. Just watch.”

“I doubt that.”

Olivia didn’t. Stubbornness had gotten her into more trouble over the years than she could count. It had wedged a rift between her and her sister. It had kept her rooted in a career she knew she wasn’t passionate about. And now it had brought her to Europe when Landon had warned her not to come.

And yeah, look how well that had turned out.
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Relief was as sweet as wine.

As Landon rounded the corner in the small village and spotted Olivia slinked down behind a hedge, her blonde hair picking up the rays of moonlight, his heart rolled in his chest.

She could have run. As soon as they’d reached the next village, she could have beat feet and taken off without him. But she hadn’t.

After they’d ditched the Kubota in a ravine and covered it in brush, then hiked the mile toward the small town, he’d left her behind this hedge while he’d taken a quick glance around to get the lay of the land. Part of him had expected her to be long gone by the time he came back, but another part—a bigger part—was so relieved that she was waiting for him, he almost couldn’t breathe.

“Did you find it?” she whispered as he drew close.

He nodded, fighting back the need to pull her close. “Yeah. Three blocks down. No alarm system.”

They’d discussed their options on the way here. They needed food, water, and warm clothes, if nothing else. Olivia had lost her sweater back at the compound, and though Landon had offered her his shirt, she wouldn’t take it, saying he needed it more than her. She wasn’t saying so, but he knew she was cold, and since he couldn’t put his arms around her and warm her with his body heat, finding another alternative was their only option.

They moved quietly through the empty, dark streets until they came to the back of the shop he’d scouted earlier. Judging by the position of the moon, it had to be close to three a.m. Landon pulled the screwdriver from his pocket and went to work on the lock on the back door.

“Where did you get that?” Olivia whispered. Close, but not close enough.

He jimmied the lock. “From a toolbox under the seat in the ATV.”

“Lucky,” she whispered, turning to scan the area. Lights shone over the cobblestone street, but they were few and far between. “So interesting. There are murals and phrases written all over the buildings. But I can’t read them. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

Landon jerked up on the screwdriver, and the entire lock mechanism broke free. “That’s because they’re in Italian. They’re political murals. They date back to the sixties.”

Olivia turned to face him. “Italian? How do you know?”

“Because I recognize them.” He rose to his feet, turned the knob, and shoved the door open for her. “We’re on the island of Sardinia. The village of Orgosolo is famous for its political murals. As soon as I saw them, I knew where we were. I figured they couldn’t have taken us too far from Barcelona.”

Olivia moved into the dark store while he closed the door behind them. “I’ve never been to Italy before.”

“Hopefully you won’t be coming back.” If it were up to him, he’d keep her tied up in her house in Boise.

Pushing that thought aside—and the little fantasies it sparked—he handed her a small plastic bag from the table to his right, then said, “Fan out and find what you need. I want to be in and out before anyone notices.”

It was a small all-purpose shop, with some groceries, a few clothing items, and knickknacky tourist items. Landon immediately moved for the clothing and pawed through the stacks of sweatshirts until he found a couple that looked like they’d fit. He grabbed a small blanket, stuffed a couple bottles of water in his bag, and was just reaching for a box of crackers when he heard the low growl.

His hand froze on the shelf, and he turned his head slowly, until his gaze rested on the snarling German shepherd focused directly on him.

Shit. He hadn’t thought to check for a dog. Hadn’t even crossed his ever-lovin’ mind.

“Um, Olivia?” Eyes pinned on the dog, he took one slow step backward, toward the door. “We need to go.”

“Oh, what a cute puppy,” Olivia’s singsong voice echoed through the small store. “I bet we scared you, didn’t we?”

She was moving toward the beast, not away from it. Landon’s nerves shot into the stratosphere. “Olivia, get back.”

“You’re not a mean dog, are you?” she said in that same sweet voice, continuing to inch forward instead of back. “You’re just misunderstood. Yeah, I bet people just don’t give you a chance, do they?”

She held her hand out so the dog could sniff her. Every muscle in Landon’s body tensed, ready to pull her back. Goddamn, but the woman never did anything he told her. “Olivia—”

“Gentle,” Olivia said, continuing to hold out her hand and move even closer.

The dog sniffed several times, and Landon had a flash of the beast’s teeth clamping around her slim hand, of the dog ripping it from her arm, of blood and screams filling the quiet space. And just when he thought it was about to happen, the dog closed its lips, then sat back on its haunches and whimpered.

Olivia’s hand landed on his head, and she smoothed her fingers down the ruffled fur of his neck. “That’s it. What a good dog you are. Yes, you are.”

Air slowly refilled Landon’s lungs. His hands shook. He flexed his fingers against the bottles to try to settle his raging pulse. “No way that just happened.”

Olivia ran another hand down the dog’s back and smiled. A beaming, beautiful grin that lit up her entire face. One he hadn’t seen since he’d opened his hotel door and found her standing on the other side.

“Everyone just needs to know someone cares. Isn’t that right”—she reached for the collar around the dog’s neck and read his tag—“Rex? Yes, you’re a good dog,” she added, ruffling his ears. “Aren’t you, Rex?”

Breathing easier, Landon stepped out from behind the shelf. “Olivia, I don’t think—”

Rex lurched to his feet, barking and growling. Olivia startled but placed a hand on Rex’s head, trying to soothe him. “It’s okay, boy.” To Landon, she said, “Maybe you should just leave. I’ll meet you outside in a second.”

Leave her alone inside with that beast? No way in hell.

“Just go,” Olivia said when he hesitated. “Dogs like me. At least more than they obviously like you. I’m fine.”

She wasn’t fine. But when he took another step toward her and the dog lurched forward again, jaws snapping, Landon jerked back. Every instinct he had screamed not to abandon her.

“Go,” she said, stronger, still continuing to pet Rex’s head. “If you don’t, neither one of us is getting out of here.”

Reluctantly, Landon backed out of the store. But outside his nerves were shot. He glanced through the window in the small back door. Olivia was still petting the freakin’ dog and talking nonsense to it like it was a long-lost family pet, not Cujo looking for a meal.

He tugged on the navy sweatshirt, uncapped a bottle of water, and downed the whole thing, but his hands continued to shake. Another look back confirmed he couldn’t see her anymore. His nerves shot up even higher.

Enough was enough. Crushing the plastic bottle in his hand, he tossed it at his feet and reached for the door handle, determined to drag her out this time if he had to, even if he lost an arm.

The door opened beside him just as he turned the handle. “Everything’s good.” Olivia stepped out and quietly closed the door at her back. “Rex went back to bed. He—”

Landon’s heart felt like it was about to explode. He pushed her against the brick wall before he thought better of it. Her eyes grew wide, and her hand landed at his chest, but he didn’t care. He closed his mouth over hers in a hot, swift, punishing kiss that echoed all the way to his toes.

Her mouth opened in shock, and her hand flexed against his chest to push him away—definitely to push him away—but he didn’t budge. The woman was making him crazy, showing up unannounced, getting taken and then nearly killed, not listening when he told her to run, putting herself between him and a vicious animal. What the hell was she thinking?

He swept his tongue along hers, tasted the surprise and heat in her sinful mouth, and forced himself to break away long before he was ready. “Don’t. Ever. Do that. Again. I don’t care if you’re a freakin’ dog whisperer. That was stupid.”

“Excuse me?” Her hand curled into a fist in his shirt, and her eyes widened, this time not from shock but disbelief. “Don’t do what again? Save you?”

“Ignore me. That guard dog was dangerous, and you know it.”

“I’m well aware of that. He thought you looked like lunch.”

“Olivia—”

“No. I’m not going to do everything you want me to do at the moment you want me to do it. I’m not a child.”

“I know you aren’t.” It was all he could do not to look down at her heaving breasts, pushing at her dusty white tank. Did she really think he saw her as a child? God Almighty. He saw her as anything but. “That doesn’t mean you know what the fuck you’re doing, though.”

She blanched. She didn’t like swearing. She’d told him once it was because the terrorists who’d grabbed her in Seattle had cussed nonstop. Usually he tried to censor himself around her, but tonight he was way past caring. She’d pushed him one step too far, and she needed to know he had boundaries.

Her eyes narrowed. “And just because I’m still with you doesn’t mean you know what you’re doing either.” She moved out from beneath his arm and reached for the sweatshirt he’d dropped on the ground before he could drag her back. “Is this mine?”

Son of a bitch. The woman was playing head games with him. She had every reason to be afraid of him, but wasn’t. Every reason to back down when he got aggressive, but didn’t. Each time something happened and he expected her to react one way, she did the complete opposite, which didn’t just leave him frazzled, it left his head spinning to the point he was pretty sure it might twirl right off his shoulders if he wasn’t careful.

He turned, giving her plenty of room, wanting to shake some sense into her. Wanting, more than anything, to kiss her again until that sense resonated in his head too. “Yeah.”

She tugged on the sweatshirt and zipped the front all the way to the top, looking cuter than she had any right to look in the drab brown hoodie, especially now, when he was ticked at her. “Where to now?”

Jaw clenching, he forced himself to look away from her pouty, kiss-me lips and scanned the street. They had several hours before anyone awoke. He’d hoped to use the phone in the store, but he wasn’t going back in there now with Cujo on the prowl. That meant finding a place to hide out and rest until morning when the other businesses opened. “I saw a barn when we first came into town.”

“Like with cows and horses?”

“Like with hay and a loft where no one can see us.”

Olivia considered for a moment. “I guess that will work. But as soon as we get there, you have to let me bandage your arm.”

Landon pushed past her, heading for the sidewalk that led back the way they’d come, wanting to put some space between them. “I told you it’s fine.”

“I know it’s fine for you,” she snapped, following. “But I’ll feel better once I know it’s cleaned and bandaged. The last thing I need is for you to get sepsis and die. Contrary to what you want, I still need you. At least a little while longer.”

Landon’s chest tightened unexpectedly. Even though he was ticked at her, even though he had no right being anywhere near her, he knew a little while was never going to be long enough. Not for him. But common sense rang out strong, like always. If that kiss wasn’t proof he was losing his freaking mind around her, nothing was.

The safest place for Olivia Wolfe was as far away from him as she could get.
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Olivia followed Landon up the creaky wooden ladder and into the loft of the small barn on the outskirts of Orgosolo. A thin layer of hay lay scattered over the decking, and a window on the far wall opened to a view of the hills and mountains beyond.

It was still dark outside, but the moon was in the process of setting, which meant in a few minutes it would be pitch-black in here.

Landon dropped his bag on the closest bale of hay, pulled out a blanket she hadn’t seen him pick up in that store, laid it out over the hay scattered along the decking, and then settled onto it, his back pressed up against the wall. He hadn’t said much to her on the walk here, and Olivia couldn’t quite tell if he was still mad at her, in pain, or if he was reeling from that kiss—as she was.

Her lips tingled all over again, and an ache lit off deep in her belly. He’d completely shocked her with that—grabbing her, pressing her up against the brick wall, closing in at her front and taking without asking. But she’d liked it. Liked it even though she should have been pissed. Oh, part of her was, but another part, a more demanding part, was turned on. And even now, just thinking about that kiss that had rocked the ground beneath her feet made every muscle in her body quiver with the need for him to do it again.

Stupid. She was obviously still in shock from everything that had happened. Not thinking clearly. Not playing with a full deck. Sex should be the last thing on her mind—especially with the highly trained killer at her front—but suddenly it was all she could think about.

“Okay,” he said, closing his eyes as he tugged off his sweatshirt and leaned his head back against the wall. “Get this over with.”

She bit back a groan. He hadn’t meant for that to sound sexy—no way in hell it should sound sexy—but it did. Her muscles tightened, and that ache spread lower, between her legs where she knew only one way to stop it.

Breathe. Think about the people chasing you. Think about the things he did to those guards. Think about the fact he was in that hotel room with another woman.

Adrenaline pulsed in her veins, and her heart rate picked up speed. Yeah, he might have been in that hotel room with Chantal, but he was with her now. And he hadn’t kissed Chantal—at least that Olivia had seen. He’d kissed her. Twice.

She lowered the supplies to the edge of the blanket and then knelt on his left side, her stomach alive with indecision, her body quivering with heat and a need she knew she should squash but suddenly didn’t want to. She wasn’t stupid enough to think he would have called his little tryst with Chantal quits if Olivia hadn’t shown up, but right now she really didn’t care.

She untied the fabric he’d wrapped around his upper arm—fabric she now realized he must have tied to cut the blood flow—and fingered his torn shirt. “You’re going to have take this off. I can’t get at the wound like this.”

“For crying out loud.” A frown pulled at Landon’s brow as he leaned forward and tugged the buttons of his torn shirt free. “This is silly. I’m fine.”

“You’re a grumpy patient is what you are.”

He pulled his left arm from the shirt, leaving the rest of the garment to hang over his torso. Moonlight spilled over his injured arm and strong shoulder, but the rest of his body was way too hidden for her liking.

“No, take the whole thing off,” she said. “I want to make sure you didn’t get shot somewhere else and aren’t telling me.”

He flicked her an irritated look, but it didn’t deter her. If anything, the sexy little frown lines between his eyes heated her belly and spurred her on.

“You’re a drama teacher, Olivia, not a doctor.”

“All teachers have first aid training. You see what kids do to each other these days.”

She helped him pull his shirt the rest of the way off and had to bite her lip to keep from groaning. He was all muscle. Carved, sculpted, sleek muscle under tanned skin. Bruises covered his ribs—bruises she didn’t want to think too much about just now when she was distracted by all that photoshopped goodness.

She’d never been into the buff, bodybuilder-type guys before, but she had to admit, Landon definitely did it for her. Especially now, when she was operating on too much adrenaline and not enough common sense.

Realizing he was watching her, she cleared her throat and looked toward the wound on his upper arm. The dim light made it hard to see, but it was enough. A two-inch-long, one-inch-wide section of skin was completely peeled away from the muscle.

“Oh, right.” She swallowed, fighting back a sudden sickness brewing in her belly. “Yeah. Like that’s nothing.”

He glanced down at the wound with a so what? look. “I’ve had worse.”

“Why does that not surprise me?” Olivia reached for the first aid supplies she’d picked up at the store and twisted the cap on the hydrogen peroxide. “Men are such macho idiots. Hold still.”

She eased up on her knees, braced one hand on his shoulder to hold him still, and then poured the clear liquid over the wound. It quickly turned white and bubbly. Beneath her hand, Landon tensed, and from the corner of her vision she watched his jaw clench as he breathed through the initial sting.

“Not so macho now, are you?” She poured more hydrogen peroxide over the wound, wanting to get rid of every bit of dirt and grime that she could.

His hand closed into a fist against the blanket at his side. “Stop enjoying this.”

She smiled—she couldn’t help it. Because she was enjoying this. Not the hurting him part, but the little bit of control Mr. Macho never gave up. She also liked being close to him. Smelling that sweet male scent. Feeling the heat of his body where his leg brushed hers.

Her head grew light. Her pulse beat faster. Desire burned in her core until she had to clench her thighs together to ease the ache.

“I think you’ve cleaned it enough,” he ground out. “Unless you’re just into torturing me now.”

“Oh.” She tilted the bottle back, realizing she hadn’t been paying attention to what she was doing. “Sorry.”

Part of her wasn’t, though. Part of her liked having him at her mercy. Which was so totally not like her, she wasn’t sure what to think.

Using cotton pads, she dried the area all around the wound, then leaned close to get a good look.

He was wrong. This wasn’t just a flesh wound. It looked like there was something stuck in there. She couldn’t tell what, though. And she wasn’t equipped to try to get it out. “You need a doctor for this.”

“Just cover it with a bandage. It’ll be fine.”

God, he was frustrating. But there wasn’t anything else she could do tonight. Frowning, she set the bottle down, reached for the tape and fresh pads, and then went about covering the wound as carefully as she could. When she finished, she remembered the pills she’d stuffed in her pocket for the flight. “Hold out your hand.”

“Drugging me now?”

“I wish.” She opened the small plastic bag and dropped two pills into his palm, then handed him a water bottle. “Tylenol. Should take the edge off.”

“Our friends didn’t find that?”

“They’re your friends, not mine. And no, they were more concerned with you than me. They didn’t even check me. Just took my purse.”

A look of relief passed over his features, one she tried to ignore but couldn’t.

“Do you have more of these?” When she nodded, he held out his hand. “This isn’t going to do it for me. Gimme six more.”

She arched one brow. “You’re only supposed to take two.”

“Two isn’t even a therapeutic dose. And I’m a big guy. Trust me, eight will do the trick.”

She shot him a look, but he shot one right back, one that was so damn sexy, it curled her toes in her shoes. Fighting back the arousal that wouldn’t seem to leave her, she shook her head and dropped two more pills into his hand. “Start with four, Iron Man. If you need more, then we’ll talk.”

“Miser.” He tossed the pills back and took a long swallow of water. But as she settled back on her heels, she realized he was watching her as he drank. Closely.

Her pulse shot up all over again. He was only a few inches away, and this close she could see the bruises that had formed around his eyes. As he lowered the bottle, her gaze drifted to his mouth. To his split lip she’d tended earlier. It looked better too, but she guessed it had to hurt as well, and, remembering the way he’d kissed her outside that store, she wondered if he’d even noticed or if he just hadn’t cared.

She wanted to kiss him again. Like she’d done when she’d surprised him in Barcelona. Only this time she wanted the kiss to lead to a whole lot more.

“Thanks,” he said softly, setting the water bottle aside. “I think I’m all better now.”

He might be, but she wasn’t. That low ache turned to a burn deep in her core. She needed. And though she knew she shouldn’t, she wanted. Right now.

She glanced down his torso, to his broad shoulders, strong pecs, and that chiseled abdomen with the tiny strip of hair that angled downward to the waistband of his slacks like a giant arrow. “Let me see the rest of you. I’m not sure I believe you.”

“Olivia—”

Grasping his good arm, she pulled him away from the wall, then angled around the side so she could get a look. There were a few cuts and scrapes and bruises across his back, but nothing that needed to be bandaged. Moving around his front once more, she pushed him back against the wall, straddled his hips, and laid her palms on his shoulders.

“Um, Olivia.” He tensed beneath her. “What are you doing?”

“Making sure you’re not injured anywhere else. I know you may not like it, but I still do need you to get me out of here.”

His hands tentatively grazed her knees. “Why would you think I wouldn’t like that?”

She pressed her fingers along his shoulders, pretending to feel for wounds but truly just needing to touch him. It was silly—stupid, actually—but touching him reaffirmed that he was real. That he was alive. That she was too. And right now she needed that confirmation. Needed it more than she realized. “Because I’m not some voluptuous, mysterious redhead.”

He pushed away from the wall and sat up quickly, bringing their bodies into closer contact. His big hand captured her jaw, forcing her to look him in the eye. “I don’t want voluptuous redheads. I never did. I want . . .”

The words died on his lips. And something dark, something painful, flashed in his eyes before he released her and leaned back against the wall once more. “It doesn’t matter what I want. All that matters is getting you the hell away from here.”

The last rays of moonlight slowly dimmed, draping the loft in utter darkness. Even though he was beneath her, his face mere inches from hers, Olivia couldn’t see him anymore. But the things she’d seen in his eyes . . . those lingered. And ignited that burn inside into a full-blown blaze.

Her sex ached. Her breasts tingled. She was strung out on too much adrenaline, too little sleep, and a whole other set of emotions she hadn’t had time to process yet. But she didn’t want to think about any of that. She also didn’t care about what Landon wanted. She wanted him. Now, right now. And screw the consequences.

She leaned forward, couldn’t see in the dark to know how far away he was, but used her senses to guide her. Her breasts brushed his chest. She lifted a hand and grazed her fingers along the stubble of his jaw.

Beneath her, his whole body tensed, and he sucked in a breath. “Olivia—”

Her mouth found his. She tried to be gentle, considering his injured lip, but she didn’t want gentle. She wanted fast. She wanted deep. She wanted something to make her stop thinking, something to make her forget. She wanted something to take away all the pain and humiliation and horror of the last few hours.

She brushed her mouth against his and slipped the tip of her tongue across the seam of his lips, wanting—no, needing—for him to let her in. And just when she thought he wasn’t going to, just when she thought she was going to have to get tough with him like he’d been with her outside that store, he groaned, opened to her, and stroked his tongue along hers until every nerve ending in her body came to life.

Ah God . . . She kissed him deeper, hungry for more. His arms snaked around her, pulling her in closer. Against her breasts she felt his warm, solid chest, and between her legs, his thick erection strained against the fly of his pants.

“Livy . . .” He slid one hand up into her hair, tipped her head the other way, and changed the angle of the kiss, devouring her mouth. She groaned against him and pressed down on his erection, needing to feel him closer, tighter, inside.

He kissed her again and again, but it wasn’t enough. Letting go of him, she reached for the zipper on her sweatshirt. As he slid his fingers along her jaw and continued to kiss her, she wriggled her way out of the garment. Tossing it on the hay around them, she dragged her mouth from his, grasped the hem of her tank, and wrenched it over her head.

“Olivia, wait.”

He couldn’t see her any better than she could see him, but he obviously knew what she was doing. She wasn’t about to be deterred, though. Flicking the clasp free on the back of her bra, she pulled the undergarment away, then dropped it as well. Her hand found his, and she dragged it close, then pressed his palm over her aching, naked breast. “No waiting.”

“Holy shit.” His hand closed around her breast, and she squeezed his fingers, urging him on, not even caring that he was swearing. He cupped her breast and dragged his thumb over the straining nipple. Grinding against his growing erection, Olivia groaned, dropped her head back, and searched for his other hand in the darkness, greedy for more.

Electrical vibrations echoed through her entire body. The first stirrings of a release she needed more than air to breathe teased the edges of her control. “Landon . . .”

His lips pressed against her jaw, the soft skin behind her ear, the sensitive column of her neck. Warm breath fanned her overheated skin, supercharging her blood, making her shiver with excitement. She rocked hard on his shaft. One hand moved from her breast, around her back to her ass. He gripped the denim in his big palm, dragging her even closer, lifting up to rub against her.

Electrical vibrations echoed through her sex, spread all across her pelvis and into her limbs. Yes, yes, yes. This was what she wanted. Every press of his erection against her core, every tug on her nipples pulled her closer to the edge. If he kept up that rocking, she might be able to come, just like this. If he kept pulling her in, thrusting against her, flicking her nipples . . . If he—

“Jesus, Livy.” His hand slid from her ass to her waist. The hand on her breast moved to her hip. Against her neck, he breathed heavily, no longer licking and kissing and sucking, but simply resting his forehead against her, as if he were trying to catch his breath. “We have to stop. I didn’t mean for that to happen. You don’t want—”

Oh no. Not happening. He wasn’t telling her what she wanted. She was done with people telling her what to do and when to do it.

Capturing his face in both her hands, she tipped his lips up until they were a breath from hers. “I want sex. Right now. I don’t care about the consequences. I don’t care if it’s what you want or not. I need this. So either shut up and fuck me, or I’ll go find someone else who will.”
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For a breath, Landon didn’t move, couldn’t think, was sure he had to have heard her wrong.

“Should I go find someone else?” Olivia asked in the darkness.

Oh hell no. No one else was touching her. Not when he could give her exactly what she needed. The rational side of his brain shut down. Every ounce of longing he’d held back took over.

He captured her mouth and kissed her deeply, groaning when she opened and slid her wet, sultry tongue along his. She tasted of sin. Felt like heaven. He wanted to see her, to savor every inch of her, but the hard, aroused tips of her breasts were teasing him, taunting him, making his blood absolutely boil. Grazing his lips down her throat, he pressed kisses along her collarbone as he palmed one perfect breast, as he brushed his thumb over the straining tip, as he lifted it to his mouth and licked.

Her moan was pure satisfaction. The way she ground her hips against his made him even harder. He flicked the tip of his tongue against her nipple, laved a circle around the sensitive tip, then drew her deep and suckled.

“Oh . . . yes.”

Somewhere in the back of his head he knew this was wrong. She was clearly in the midst of a classic adrenaline crash. The woman who’d railed at him out in the middle of the countryside only a few hours ago and who hadn’t wanted him to even touch her wouldn’t be grinding against him now unless her brain had short-circuited. But even knowing that, even realizing this could come back to bite him in the ass still didn’t stop him. How many times had he fantasized about just this very moment? How many times had he wished she’d beg him to touch her, exactly like this?

She groaned and rocked her sex against his swollen cock. He moved to her other nipple, licking and sucking and tasting his fill. She ground her hips against his, and between her legs, he could feel her heat growing. Could feel her steaming center.

He needed to touch her there. Needed to know how wet she was. Needed her.

He shifted forward, pushed her back on the blanket, and climbed over her, moving up to claim her mouth once more. She answered by reaching for his face, drawing him closer and kissing him as if she couldn’t get enough.

Darkness made it impossible to see. Her hands slid down his torso and found the snap at his waistband. She flicked it free while he kissed her deeper, and then her tantalizing fingers slid inside to close around his throbbing cock. Stars exploded behind his eyes, pushing aside all other thought.

Her hand was small. So damn soft stroking his shaft. And not nearly enough. “Livy . . .”

She pulled her mouth from his, yanked her hand free, and fumbled with the waistband of his pants. “Take these off. Right now. Hurry.”

His body didn’t seem to want to do anything else. He pushed up on one hand and wriggled his way free of his pants. Fabric rustled. Kneeling back on the blanket, he felt the silky graze of bare skin against his knee and realized she’d lost her pants too.

His pulse turned to a roar in his ears, and his cock grew impossibly hard with the knowledge she was naked beneath him. He kissed her shoulder, her collarbone, worked his way down her chest, needing to taste her between her legs. Her silky hand landed against his shoulder, though, stopping him. Then she pushed him back again so he was forced to sit, leaning against the wall. She climbed over him until her knees were pressing along the outside of his thighs once more. “Let me just get this right.”

Her hand closed around his cock, stroking his shaft from base to tip, sending electrical vibrations through his entire body. His hands found her thighs, her hips, her belly as her mouth closed over his again. He slid his fingers lower, across her satiny curls as she kissed him, then lower still, into her hot and—oh yes—dripping sex.

She was so ready for him. He groaned into her mouth, loving the taste of her, the feel of her, loving that this wasn’t a fantasy, but reality. He found her clit and circled the mass of nerves with his thumb.

She rocked into his hand, pulled her mouth from his, and groaned long and deep. He kissed her throat, circling faster, wanting to make her come just like this. Wanting to taste her come apart in his mouth next. But she tore her lips from his before he could get her there and angled away from him, as if she were reaching for something on the ground beside them in the dark.

“Condoms,” she gasped. “You have condoms in your wallet, right?”

Oh shit. A blast of cold rushed through Landon, and his thumb paused its path around her clit.

“Olivia.” He reached for her hand. “Olivia, I don’t have my wallet.”

She stilled above him, and silence echoed like cannon fire in his ears.

“They took it,” he said. “Like they took your purse.” Dammit, of all the stupid things to get in the way. Condoms . . .

“Did you sleep with that girl in your hotel room?”

“What?” She wanted to talk about that now? “No. I—”

“When was the last time you had a physical?”

His brain felt like it was in a fog. “A physical?”

“A medical checkup.”

He was having trouble focusing. “Two months ago.”

“Have you slept with anyone since?”

“No,” he breathed. She was the only one he wanted. She was the only one he’d wanted since he’d met her. “I—”

“Then I’d say you need this as much as I do.” Her hands landed on his shoulders, and she shifted back over him.

It took all of two seconds to realize what she had planned. He dropped his hands to her hips, trying to hold her in place. “Olivia. We can’t—”

“I get shots.” She leaned down to his mouth, her warm breath tickling his lips. “After what happened in Seattle, I wanted to make sure I was safe. And I haven’t been with anyone since my last physical either.”

She closed her mouth over his before he could stop her. Before he could think to. Her tongue dipped into his mouth, sliding across his, drawing his desire right back to the forefront.

God, he liked kissing her. Could go on kissing her forever.

Her hand drifted down his torso and closed over his cock. He sucked in a breath as her tight fist pumped him, sliding over the moisture at the tip. He needed to put a stop to this. Needed to think clearly—because she obviously wasn’t. After everything they’d been through, after everything she was enduring because of him, she shouldn’t want this. If she were thinking logically, she wouldn’t be straddling his hips right now. Wouldn’t be lining him up to take him in. Wouldn’t be—

She slid the tip of his cock over her sensitive clit. Desire roared through his blood even though his brain screamed this wasn’t right. She groaned. Did it again. Her whole body trembled.

Every inch of his skin burned as he looked down, trying to see where they touched. But it was too dark. God, he wanted to thrust up inside her, wanted to feel her heat close around him, wanted to let go. But he couldn’t.

His hands tightened around her waist, and he knew he was probably leaving marks, but he couldn’t let her do this. Not when he knew she’d regret it tomorrow. “Olivia. Stop.”

Her body stilled. Her hand stopped its frantic teasing. Heavy, rapid breaths met his ears. “You’re hard, Landon. I can tell you want this as much as I do. What’s the problem?”

Shit, she sounded hurt. And the last thing he wanted to do was hurt her more than he already had. “Livy, I—”

“What?” she said, leaning close. So close her lips were a breath from his again. “Don’t you want to fuck me?”

Somewhere inside he cringed. She didn’t like swearing, and she never used vulgar language. But another part of him grew even hotter hearing that word fall from her lips, knowing she wanted to do just that . . . with him. “Livy . . .”

Her lips pressed against his, and then she pulled back. “I need this, Landon.” Her knees shifted higher. The hand still wrapped around his cock pushed the tip lower, to her center, hot and steamy and so damn wet, his entire body trembled. “I need you to fuck me. Hard. Right now.”

She lowered before he could stop her, taking him deep in one quick thrust. And oh fuck . . . if he’d wanted to talk some sense into her, there was no way he could now. All thought rushed out of his head. They were bare, skin against skin, and she was so tight, so much tighter than he’d expected, for a second he was afraid she was going to cut off the blood flow to his cock.

She gasped as she bottomed out, dug her fingernails into his shoulder, and hissed in a breath. “I . . . Oh my God. I . . .” She shifted above him, gasped again, and muttered, “Oh shit.”

He knew he was hurting her. Just as he knew he was a son of a bitch who didn’t deserve this.

His hands landed against her hips. Though all he wanted to do was pull out and thrust deep inside her tight sheath once more, he forced himself to hold still. “Olivia—”

“No, don’t go anywhere. Just . . . give me a second.” Her knee brushed his hip. Around his length, her sex tightened, making him grit his teeth to keep from moving.

Common sense said he should pull out right this second and put a stop to it all, but a little voice in the back of his head rationalized that if, amidst all the bad shit he’d done to her, he could give her one moment of relief, then who the hell was he to say no?

“Let me help you.” Groaning to hold himself in check, he licked his thumb, slid it down her belly and between their bodies until he found her clit. Then he stroked.

She caught her breath. Loosened—just a touch—around him. With his other hand he found her breast and brought it to his mouth, dragging his tongue over her nipple. She answered by gasping and tightening around him, then rocking into his hips. Circling faster with his thumb, he let her take the lead, gave her time to adjust, then flexed his hips to give her the friction he knew would feel so good in just a second.

“Mm, yes . . .” Her fingers dug into his shoulders. She pulled her breast from his mouth. Her sex contracted, and she lifted, dragging her sheath all the way to the tip of his cock, then dropped back down to take him deep once more. He groaned at the slick glide, wanted her to do it again. Slipping his hand from her breast to her hip, he continued to flick her clit with his thumb, to drive her higher. To make her hotter.

“Ride me, Livy. Use me.” His hand closed around her hip. He thrust up to meet her downward stroke. Pleasure radiated outward to every cell in his body. Her gasps turned to sensual moans of indulgence, every sound making him harder, jacking him higher, pushing his orgasm closer.

Her thrusts picked up speed. Skin slapped in the darkness. Sweat broke out along his forehead and the line of his spine. Each time he drove deep, she clenched around him, sending waves of ecstasy through his limbs and shooting his senses into overdrive. The tip of his cock hit deep again and again, and her guttural moan each time told him he was rubbing that perfect spot and that it wouldn’t take long. Her fingernails dug into his shoulders. Her sex grew even tighter and wetter around him. Sliding his hand to her other breast, he found her nipple and rolled the tip between his thumb and forefinger.

“Oh God, Landon . . .” Every muscle in her body contracted. Her back arched, and she cried out. Her channel grew incredibly tight around him, and though he told himself not to let go, biology took over. He thrust up again and again as his own climax barreled down his spine, slapped into his balls, and exploded through the end of his cock.

She fell forward, her arms wrapping around his shoulders, his lips blowing warm breaths against the soft column of her throat. She continued to ride him slowly, to milk him of every last drop of bliss. His heart raced against hers. Sweat slicked both their bodies. Wrapping his arms around her, he held her tight, trying—working—to clear the stars from his vision, to stop the room from spinning long enough so he could think.

Slowly, she stopped moving and relaxed into him, her hands sliding from around his neck to fall against his chest, her head settling in the crook between his shoulder and neck. Her chest still rose and fell with her ragged breaths, but her body was limp against him, as if she’d expended every last bit of energy. Which, considering everything she’d been through tonight, she probably had.

Brushing his hand down her silky hair and across the soft skin of her spine, he tried to keep reality at bay. Tried to focus on the way she felt against him and the fact she was naked and straddling his lap in the first place. But the harder he concentrated, the more difficult it was to listen. Because as the sex haze cleared and his mind started working again, the truth slammed into him with the force of a freight train rocketing down the tracks at a hundred and twenty miles per hour.

That wasn’t the way he’d wanted their first time to be. There wasn’t supposed to be a first time for them, period. Considering the fact he’d lied to her and almost gotten her killed, there was no reason she should ever want to be with him. And every moment they spent together only put her life in that much more danger.

A lump formed in his throat. One that made it hard to draw air. “Olivia—”

“Don’t,” she breathed against him.

“Don’t what?”

She pushed her upper body away and sat up, still straddling his lap. It was still too dark to see her face, so he couldn’t tell what she was thinking or feeling to decipher if he should pull her back. “You don’t have to say anything. I don’t need any postcoital chitchat.” Sighing, she carefully climbed off of him, a chill replacing all her sultry heat. Seconds later, fabric rustled, telling him she was searching for her clothes. “That was good, though. Thanks.”

Thanks? Landon sat in stunned silence while she moved around, pulling on her pants and shirt. No other words, just thanks. As if he’d given her a foot rub instead of made love to her until she’d shattered around him.

He reached for her, his hand finding her arm in the darkness, already covered by the sweatshirt he’d snagged for her. “Olivia—”

She wiggled out of his grip, then the decking creaked, and though he couldn’t be certain, he was pretty sure she’d flopped down next to him on the blanket. “I don’t do after-sex cuddling, Landon. Sorry.”

He nearly choked on his tongue. She was close enough that he could touch her if he tried again, but the sound of her voice told him she’d rolled away.

She’d already dismissed him. As if he were nothing more than a casual fuck. Which, when he thought back to it, he realized he was. She’d let him kiss her, but she’d been careful not to let him pleasure her in the ways he wanted, as if she were trying to keep it physical and nothing more. And she’d cussed, telling him loud and clear she’d been working hard to stay out of her own head and keep it from being personal.

Regret stabbed through him. Not for what they’d just done—he didn’t think he could ever truly regret that because he’d wanted to be close to her like that for a very long time—but for what he’d done to her in the long run. How his being with her was changing her from the sweet, strong, trusting woman he’d fallen for even when he’d known he didn’t have the right, to a jaded shell of her former self—someone a lot like him.

“Olivia,” he said, throat thick. “I need—”

“Sleep,” she said quickly, cutting him off. “We both need sleep.” She yawned, an even clearer sign she’d completely shut down and was done. With him, probably for good.

“Mm,” she muttered in a tired voice. “I can’t wait for tomorrow. All I want to do is forget any of this last day happened.”

Not Landon. Because even as awful as some of it had been, he knew the last fifteen minutes were going to stay with him for the rest of his life.
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Olivia couldn’t lie still anymore pretending to sleep.

Rolling to her back, she carefully looked to her right where Landon was silent beside her, his head tipped her way, his eyes closed, his arms crossed over his chest as it rose and fell with his steady breaths.

The first rays of dawn spilled over him through the open window at the end of the loft, highlighting the strands of red in his dark hair she hadn’t noticed before, the jagged scar high on his left cheek, and the bruises around his eye that looked darker this morning. He’d pulled on his pants and the black button-down after they’d had sex, but he’d draped his sweatshirt over her to keep her warm, and she knew he had to be cold.

Her heart did a slow roll, and all those emotions she’d fought to hold back came rushing in. Blowing out a heavy sigh, she tore her gaze from his rugged face and looked toward the high-pointed ceiling of the barn, grappling for control.

She was an idiot to think she could sleep with him—no, correction: fuck him—and not feel anything after. She wasn’t sure what she’d been thinking at the time—only that she’d needed the physical release—but as soon as she’d gotten it, she’d known what a giant mistake it had been. This was Landon. The man she’d been crushing on for the last three months. The one who’d saved her life—countless times now. The one she knew so little about.

Her head and heart were caught in a ferocious battle. Images from the last day flashed behind her eyes, but she forced them away. In her heart she wanted to believe that he’d never hurt her, but she was having trouble rationalizing the lethal warrior from yesterday with the one who’d made her feel so many things last night—things she hadn’t wanted to feel.

She pressed shaking fingers to her closed eyelids. God, she was a mess. She wanted him, she didn’t want him. She was pissed at him, she felt compassion for him. She wanted to believe he’d lied to keep her safe, she didn’t know if she could trust him. How the hell was she supposed to know what to do next when she couldn’t even form a single coherent thought?

She needed to talk to Eve. Dropping her hands to her sides, she opened her eyes again. She’d never been one to turn to her older sister for advice about men, but she needed Eve’s experience and knowledge now. Eve had worked for the CIA for years. She above all others would know about the things Landon had done with the DIA. If anyone could explain to her the contrast she saw in him—what he was capable of and what was real—it would be Eve.

Plus, with her connection to Aegis, Eve could arrange to get her—them—out of this mess.

Carefully, so as not to wake Landon, she rolled off the blanket he’d laid out last night and found her shoes. After sliding the Keds on her feet, she tiptoed toward the ladder that led down into the barn. A board creaked just as she reached the opening, and she drew up short, held her breath, and looked back.

Landon grunted and rolled to his side, but he didn’t open his eyes. Didn’t even once indicate he’d heard her. Breathing easier, Olivia slowly climbed down the ladder, then quickly made her way out into the late September sunshine.

The barn—which thankfully housed old farm machinery and no smelly livestock—sat a quarter of a mile from town. A winding road angled down the hill toward the village as she walked, and a crisp breeze blew the hair back from her face, making her thankful for the sweatshirt. She wasn’t sure what time it was but figured it had to be early. There likely wouldn’t be many people up, but hopefully she could find an open store or coffee shop or something where she could access a pay phone.

Stone buildings with red-tiled roofs covered the gradual hillside. Several were covered in the murals and Italian text Landon had told her about. Somewhere to her left a dog barked, reminding her of Rex, and a smile curled her lips when she thought of the way Landon had scrambled out of that store like demons from hell were hot on his tail.

The man might be tough as nails when it came to international terrorists, but a ninety-pound growling dog was enough to reorganize his priorities.

She crossed into the village, checking shop windows as she moved up the steadily rising street. A dress shop, a barber shop, some kind of office. All the windows were dark, too early for any kind of business to be open. Turning right, she headed down a slight slope and wove through streets, finding the same result. Lots of shops, nothing open, no sign of life this early in the morning. Just about the time she was ready to give up and go back, she spotted a group of older men lingering ahead. Two sat on the edge of the sidewalk. Two more lounged on the stoop of a nearby building.

A tiny voice in the back of her head warned people could be looking for her. That being caught out in the open might not be such a good idea. But she brushed the thought aside, rationalizing that these were elderly men sipping coffee and smoking pipes, not international terrorists hell-bent on finding two Americans.

She approached slowly and held up her hand. All four looked up with blank, unreadable expressions.

Play it cool, Olivia.

She could. After all, she’d studied acting for years. Although it would help if she could speak even a smidge of Italian.

She slowed her steps. “Um . . .” How the hell did a person say good morning in Italian? She thought back to the Godfather movies she’d watched as a kid and figured it was worth a shot. “Buongiorno.”

The two men on the sidewalk puffed on their pipes and didn’t respond, just stared at her with assessing eyes. The white-haired gentleman in the back, the one sipping a mug of coffee, lifted a wrinkled hand. “Buongiorno. Si guarda perduto.”

Olivia had no idea what they were saying. She held her hand up to the side of her face, extending her thumb and pinky. “Do you know where I can find a phone? I’m looking for a phone. Can you help me?”

Three of the men—the two on the sidewalk and the one who’d waved at her—all turned to look at the fourth, sitting on the stoop, puffing on his pipe. He didn’t look right at Olivia; he seemed to be staring at something down the road, but for some reason Olivia got the impression he was the ringleader. Of what, though, she wasn’t sure.

The white-haired man beside the ringleader waved his hand and said something in Italian Olivia didn’t catch. He pointed back at her, then down the road where the ringleader was looking. Olivia watched the exchange, wondering if she could slink away unnoticed. Before she could make up her mind, the ringleader turned his gaze toward her, pushed his gnarled hands against his knees, and stood, motioning her forward.

“You,” he barked. “Come now. Follow.”

His English was broken and heavily accented, but clear enough for Olivia to understand. She looked around, unsure of what to do. The other three all pushed to their feet as well and motioned her to follow the ringleader, who’d stepped into an alley between two buildings and stood still, waiting for her to catch up.

Options raced through her mind. She was in a foreign country, with no money, no ID, no passport, and she hadn’t even told Landon where she’d gone. She’d be stupid to follow blindly, but then, lately stupid seemed to be her middle name. And something in her gut told her these old men were not the people she needed to be afraid of.

Her feet shuffled forward. She nodded and mumbled thank-yous to the first three men, then stepped into the alley behind the ringleader.

Alley was a generous term. There was only about eight feet of space between the two buildings, an access road for a bike, not a car. The elderly man she followed didn’t say anything as they walked, just put his head down as he trudged up the gentle slope. A few doors faced the alley. Ahead, three cement steps led up to the only open door in the area. The man stopped at the stoop, turned to look back at her, and urged her to hurry.

Her pulse was racing by the time she reached him. He motioned for her to move up the steps. The sweet scents of dough and sugar reached her nose. Gripping the railing, Olivia climbed the stairs and stepped inside the back kitchen of what had to be a bakery.

A woman dressed in a long dress and frilly apron with her salt-and-pepper hair pulled back in a bun looked up as they entered. The man said something to her in Italian without looking her way. She responded with a perturbed wave of her hand and went back to kneading her dough. Voices echoed from out front, but Olivia couldn’t see into the shop. Unease slid through her as she followed the man down a short hallway and into a small office.

A file cabinet sat along the far wall. A beat-up desk and old wooden chair took up the center of the room. On the desk sat a lamp, file folders, a printing calculator, and a phone.

Relief burst inside Olivia. She lifted her brows and pointed toward the phone. “May I?”

“Si, si,” the man said. “I wait”—he pointed down the small hallway they’d just come through—“here.”

“Wait.” Olivia caught him by the arm, drawing him to a stop. “How do I dial the US?”

His brow lowered. His hazel eyes searched her face as if he didn’t understand. Wishing she knew at least something in Italian that could help, she pointed to the phone again and said, “US?”

“Ah.” The confusion cleared from his wrinkled eyes, and he reached for a piece of paper, scribbled some numbers, then handed it to her and left.

Olivia looked down. Zero, zero, one.

Blowing out a deep breath, she dropped into the chair behind the desk and reached for the phone. After typing in the three numbers, she dialed Eve’s mobile number and prayed the call would go through.

The phone rang three times in her ear before a voice answered. “Wolfe here.”

Olivia gripped the phone tighter. “Eve?”

“Olivia? Is that you?”

“Yeah. It’s me.”

“Oh thank God.” Then muffled, as if she were turning away from the phone, “I’ve got her.” Stronger, she added, “Where the fuck have you been? I’ve been going out of my mind.”

Leave it to Eve not to sugarcoat. But today, Olivia could cut her sister some slack for the swearing. “I’m okay. I didn’t mean to make you worry. Everything’s fine, I’d just . . .” Emotions closed in—emotions she thought she was strong enough to handle—and tears pricked her eyes. Resting her elbow on the desk, she rubbed her suddenly aching forehead. “I’d just like to get out of here.”

“Tell me where here is, Olivia. I know you’re in Sardinia somewhere. We’ll send someone to pick you up right away.”

Olivia’s brows drew together. “How do you know that?”

“Because I put a GPS in the lining of your purse.”

“You what?”

“Relax,” Eve said. “I never thought I’d have to use it. It was just a precaution after what happened in Seattle. But now I’m thinking it wasn’t such a bad idea. The tracker stopped working about eight hours ago, though, and I’ve been going nuts here waiting for you to call.”

Irritation pulsed through Olivia. She didn’t like being tracked or coddled or looked after as if she were a child, but in this case, she had to admit, part of her was relieved. “I couldn’t get to a phone until now. I’m still in Sardinia. In Orgosolo.”

“Dammit,” Eve muttered. “Orgosolo’s in the middle of nowhere. How did you wind up there?”

Olivia huffed out a half laugh, half grunt. “I don’t know. I was sort of out of it on the trip from Barcelona. Eve, people are after us.”

“Okay, stay calm. Is Miller with you?”

With her? Landon wasn’t with her in any way, at least not in the way her schoolgirl heart still foolishly wanted. And after last night, after the way she’d stupidly thrown herself at him and used him just for sex, then brushed him off as if it had meant nothing, she doubted if they could even get past everything else, he’d still be interested. If he ever was to start. “Yeah, he’s here.”

“Put him on the line.”

“I can’t.”

“Why not?”

“Because he’s not here here, with me in this room. He’s off . . . doing something.”

“Son of a bitch,” Eve muttered. Paper crinkled over the line, and Olivia imagined her sister sitting at some desk, jotting down notes as they talked. Always the information specialist. “Okay, here’s what we want you to do. The closest airstrip is in Tortoli, which is at least an hour southeast from you by car. Do you think you can get there?”

“I don’t know. We don’t have a car.”

“Miller should be able to procure one for you. If he can’t, you need to call me back ASAP and we’ll work out something else. We’ll be there in a couple of hours to get you.”

Shock rippled through Olivia. “You’re in Europe?”

“Zane and I are in the air on our way to Sardinia. We were going to land in Sassari, but we’ll reroute to Tortoli to rendezvous with you.”

“Eve, you were in Atlanta last week on a job. You’re not supposed to be flying to Europe.”

“Family comes first. When I found out you’d taken a leave from your job and jetted to Europe and then disappeared, what the hell did you think I’d do?”

Olivia’s eyes slid closed, and emotions pushed at her chest. She might hate Eve’s mothering most days, but right now she was grateful for it. “Thank you,” she breathed.

“Don’t thank me. Just stop getting into these messes, okay? You’re gonna make me have a heart attack, and I’m not even forty yet.”

Olivia smiled because this, at least—Eve’s coddling—was normal. “Okay, I’ll try.”

Blinking rapidly, she opened her eyes and focused on a spot on the scarred wooden desk. “Eve, I have to ask you something.”

“What?”

Olivia bit her lip, trying to find the right words. She hated that she had to ask, but she needed to know the answer. “Can I trust him?”

“Who?”

“Landon.”

At Eve’s silence, Olivia said, “Whoever these people were that took us, they were after him, not me. I thought he was just a bodyguard for Aegis, but now . . . Eve, he killed two people in front of me. Just snapped their necks as if they were rag dolls. Granted, they’d already roughed us both up, and I don’t know what else they were going to do, but still . . . I don’t know what to believe anymore. Nothing he told me has turned out to be true, and I’m just—”

“Olivia.” Eve’s voice filled with worry. “Are you okay? Are you hurt?”

“Yes. I mean, no, not physically. Emotionally and mentally I’m totally strung out and at the end of my rope, but physically, no. I’m okay. They tossed me around a little when they grabbed us, but that was it. What they did to Landon was much worse. He’s got bruises all over him and this huge gash on his arm and—”

“Okay,” Eve said more calmly. “Okay, Liv, listen to me. I was skeptical about Miller at the start too, especially knowing who he worked for and what he did for them. But when it comes to your safety, you have nothing to worry about. There’s no one I’d trust more with my life than Landon Miller. He’s not one of the bad guys. He’s one of the good.”

Olivia’s eyes fell closed, and she breathed out a sigh of relief. She’d known that. She’d felt it deep in her heart. But hearing the confirmation from her sister, who knew and worked with people like Landon . . . She hadn’t realized just how much she’d needed the words.

“Thank you,” she whispered. “That’s what I needed to know.”

“That doesn’t mean I’m not about to kick his ass for dragging you into all this, though,” Eve snapped. “He’s in deep shit when we pick him up.”

Olivia barked out a laugh, for the first time in a long time feeling something other than bone-chilling fear. “He’ll be thrilled to hear that.”

Through the line, Olivia heard Zane’s muffled voice, and then Eve said, “Liv? Get a vehicle and get to the airstrip in Tortoli. We’ll be there. I promise. If you can’t make it for some reason, go to . . .” Paper crinkled, and then Eve said in a muffled voice, “This here?”

“Yeah,” Zane answered, his voice also muffled, and Olivia imagined them looking at some kind of map. “It should be easy to spot.”

“Okay, Liv,” Eve said, stronger. “If you can’t make it to the airstrip, go to Saint Andrew’s church. It’s smack-dab in the middle of the city. You won’t be able to miss the bell tower. Listen carefully, Olivia. If you don’t show at the airport within two hours, we’ll assume something went wrong and we’ll rendezvous with you at the church. Understand?”

Airstrip. Church. She could remember that. “Yes.”

“And, Liv?”

“Yeah?”

“I love you. We’re gonna get you out of this, okay?”

Olivia swallowed hard and nodded, even though she knew her sister couldn’t see her. “Yeah, okay.”

They said their goodbyes, and Olivia set the receiver down, then swiped at the stupid wetness under her eyes. She was tougher than this, dammit. She’d survived being abducted, locked in a box, starved, beaten. This was a thousand times better than that any day. But then she’d only had to think about herself. This was turning out to be so much harder because when it came to Landon, her emotions were already betraying her.

She pushed to her feet and moved out into the small hallway. When she reached the kitchen, the man who’d brought her here abruptly cut off the rapid conversation he was having with the woman kneading dough and moved toward Olivia.

“You go.” He pointed toward the door.

Olivia nodded. “Thank you for the phone.” She held up her hand in the shape of a phone once more. “Grazie.”

The man pointed at her, and then at the door once more. “You. Go. People watching. For you.” He pointed again. “Must go.”

A chill swept down Olivia’s spine when she realized this wasn’t a normal send-off. “Someone’s looking . . . for me?”

He nodded. “In trucks. All over town. Have to go. Soon.”

Oh God . . . They’d been found. Someone must have located the ATV. Her heart rate picked up speed, and her mind shot to Landon, still asleep in that barn.

“I have to get to Tortoli. I need a car. Can you take us there?”

The man turned and looked at the woman behind him. They spoke again in that rapid Italian. He glanced back at Olivia and shook his head, then pointed at the door again. “Must go.”

They weren’t going to help. But she couldn’t blame them. They didn’t know who she was, if she was a criminal, what she was doing here. These were simple people who obviously didn’t have much money. And this man had already gone out of his way to get her to a phone and warn her about the men outside.

“Grazie,” she said again. “I’m so sorry to have bothered you.”

Before Olivia could make it to the door, the old woman stepped in her path and shoved two paper cups and a white paper bag into her hands. “You take. Eat.”

The scent of freshly brewed coffee and warm pastries filled the air. Gratitude swept through Olivia. She accepted the gifts and tried to smile. “Thank you. Grazie.”

The woman pushed the screen door open, looked both ways in the alley, and then held the door open wider for Olivia. “Go. Hurry. Now. Before they see.”

Olivia didn’t have any other choice but to do just that. She only prayed she could get to Landon before anyone spotted her.
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Landon opened his eyes to bright sunlight streaming through the barn window. Blinking several times, he slowly sat up and rubbed his aching forehead.

He felt as if he were moving through thick pea soup, his muscles slow, his head in a fog. Looking to his left, he found the blanket beside him empty.

Confusion clouded his thoughts. He glanced around the room. “Olivia?”

Silence met his ears. Pushing to his feet, he blinked again several times, gave his head a swift shake, and tried to figure out why his brain wasn’t working quite right. He moved toward the ladder that led down to the first floor of the barn. “Olivia?”

Panic snaked its way between his ribs as silence continued to press in like a cold, clammy hand. He turned a slow circle, looking over the loft once more. The blanket was still empty except for the small Tylenol bag Olivia had given him pills from last night. No sign of her, though—no shoes, no sweatshirt, nothing. As if she’d packed up and run.

His pulse picked up speed, and his skin grew hot. Nerves churning in his stomach, he reached for the bag and studied the pills inside. Blue and white pills, all the same size and shape.

Tylenol caplets were white. Tylenol PM caplets, however, were blue. She’d mixed medications. Son of a bitch. He hadn’t thought to investigate the color last night in the dim light before popping them in his mouth because it hadn’t once occurred to him that she’d want to drug him.

But now . . . Had she planned that last night? To drug him and then fuck him into exhaustion so she could run? But where was the logic in that? And where the hell would she go? She had to know she was safer with him than without.

Didn’t she?

His pulse went stratospheric. The Red Brotherhood had to be checking every nearby village for signs of them. If Olivia had left and they’d caught her . . . If she’d inadvertently run into them . . .

A twig snapped outside, and his head jerked up. He reached for the weapon he’d set beside him last night when they’d first arrived. One look at the magazine confirmed he only had a handful of shots left.

Fuck. He listened closely. Definitely footsteps. Moving around the far side of the barn. He didn’t have time to mess with shoes. He tucked the gun in the back waistband of his pants and climbed down the ladder, careful to make as little noise as possible, then slinked into the shadows and waited.

One side of the barn doors pushed open, and everything inside him stilled. He couldn’t see the person stepping into the shadows of the barn, but he could tell they were holding something in front of them.

He slipped in at the person’s back. As they stepped fully into the barn, he wrapped one arm around their waist and slapped the other over their mouth. A muffled shriek rose in the barn, and the object in the person’s hands flew up into the air.

Something hot scalded Landon’s forearm, and he jerked back, not loosening his hold but dragging the body with him. Soft curves pressed against his hips. Feminine fingers flew to his hand, trying to pry it away.

He loosened his hold and whipped her around to face him. Olivia’s wide green eyes caught his in the dim light of the barn. “Oh my God,” she gasped. “What the heck are you doing?”

“What the heck am I doing?” Relief and fear and anger pumped through his veins, bringing him as close to the edge as he was sure he’d ever been. He gripped her shoulders tightly, fighting the urge to shake some freakin’ sense into her. “Woman, where the hell have you been?”

“Me? I—”

He dragged her to him, cutting off her words, crushing her into his body as he wrapped his arms around her and let her heat seep into him, let it warm him, let his body feel the beat of her heart so he could convince himself she was okay. “People are following us. You can’t just get up and leave. Anyone could have seen you. What in God’s name were you thinking?”

“Squishing . . . the . . . pastries.”

Her labored words registered, and, realizing he was holding her too tightly, he eased his grip and leaned back. She drew in a deep breath, wiggled a hand between them, and pressed it against his chest, forcing him back another inch. “You just ruined breakfast. Way to go.”

Holy hell. He was having trouble keeping up. Again.

Olivia lifted a flattened white paper sack and frowned. “Or what was breakfast.”

Two things hit Landon simultaneously. The scent of freshly brewed coffee, and the sweet aroma of some kind of dough. He glanced to the barn floor, where two white paper cups lay on their sides, stained with the remnants of coffee.

“You left to get breakfast?” That was even stupider than running because they’d had sex.

“No.” She reached for the closest cup and scowled because it was empty. “I left to find a phone. A nice, old Italian man took me to his bakery, and his wife gave me the coffee and pastries before I left.”

Landon scratched the back of his head and rested one hand on his hip. Who did that? Who just left and assumed there were decent people in the world who would help you? Not him. Not anyone he’d ever met. Then again, Olivia Wolfe was not like any woman he’d ever known.

“So much for coffee.” She picked up the other empty cup and tossed it in a bin near the door. “It smelled good at least.” Flicking the bag of pastries his way, she said, “Eat up. I talked to Eve. They’re picking us up in Tortoli, which is about an hour’s drive southeast of here. We’ll need to find a car, but she assured me you’d have no trouble locating one.”

Landon caught the bag with both hands and peeked inside. Croissants. Freshly baked. His stomach rumbled, and he pulled off a piece of decadent dough for a quick bite. “Your Italian friend didn’t happen to give you a car too, did he?”

She crossed her arms and leaned back against a pole. “No. He didn’t want to get involved that way, and I don’t blame him.” When Landon lifted the bag toward her, she shook her head. “I already ate.” Her gaze narrowed as he went back to eating. “Your eyes look funny. Are you feeling okay? Is your wound—”

“I’m fine.” He pulled off another bite, seriously wishing he had that coffee. “Just tired. You drugged me.”

“I hardly see how that’s possible since, according to you, it wasn’t even a therapeutic dose of Tylenol.”

He pointed up toward the loft. “That wasn’t just Tylenol in that little bag. It was Tylenol PM. Acetaminophen might not knock me out, but antihistamines do. You shouldn’t mix pills, you know.”

“Oh. Sorry. I forgot I’d put those in there. I don’t sleep well on long flights.” A sheepish smile crossed her face, making her look even more innocent. “Aren’t you glad now I didn’t let you take eight?”

Yeah, he was. If he’d taken eight, he’d still be out.

He swallowed the last bite and balled up the paper bag. “There was a truck parked down the hill last night behind a small house. We can start with that.”

“You’re going to steal it, aren’t you?”

The disapproval in her voice came through loud and clear. “Do you have a better idea?”

“No. I just don’t like the idea of taking what doesn’t belong to us.”

So honest. So good at heart. Had he ever met anyone like her? No. Never. He tossed the empty bag in the same bin she’d flicked the cups, then stepped toward her. “We’ll leave it at the airport in Tortoli. It’ll get reported stolen. Cops will find it, and the nice people we borrowed it from will get it back. How’s that?”

She bit the inside of her lip and looked down at the hay scattered across the floor. “I guess that’s the best we can do. I’d feel better if we could leave them a note.”

God, this woman was as sweet as they came. He loved that about her. Loved that even after everything she’d been through, it still hadn’t changed who and what she was deep inside.

No, he’d been wrong last night. She wasn’t turning into someone like him—not yet, at least. But if she stayed with him . . . Yeah, if he didn’t get her to safety and then get the hell out of her life, there was no telling what she’d become.

A lump formed in his throat. One born from shame and regret and disgust. He moved closer, and even though his body lit up at the prospect of touching her, he kept his hands to himself, knowing he had no right. Not now. Not ever again. “Olivia, I’m sorry about last night. I never should have let that happen. I think—”

Her head came up, and her mesmerizing—very focused—green eyes snapped to his. “I think we need to stop talking and get moving. I was waiting until after you ate to tell you they found us. Men in trucks have been canvassing the village all morning.”

The apology died on his lips. His gaze shot to the closed barn door, and his senses tuned in as he listened for any sound out of the ordinary.

“God Almighty, woman.” He dragged her toward the loft and pushed her up the ladder. “You could have started with that.”

“Sorry, but you seemed a little disoriented when I first got here. And I wanted you to have a little food so you didn’t pass out.” She climbed the ladder and stepped onto the decking. “You can’t fight bad guys on an empty stomach.”

There she went, worrying about him again. He didn’t deserve it, but a place inside him warmed just the same.

He followed her up, then dropped to sit on the blanket and pulled on his shoes. “Don’t leave again without telling me where you’re going.”

She crossed her arms and glared down at him. “There are a lot of things I could tell you not to do too, but I doubt you’d listen.”

He pushed to his feet and adjusted the weapon at the base of his spine. “As soon as I get you to your sister, you won’t have to think about me anymore. I promise.”

Emotions passed over her face. Hurt? Disbelief? Anger? He couldn’t tell, and he knew he deserved all three. But whatever she was feeling, she masked it quickly with indifference. An indifference that told him loud and clear it was time he stopped making things worse for her by thinking with his dick instead of his brain. From now on he needed to flip to operative mode. Once he got her on that plane—once he knew she was safe—then he could think about everything he’d just lost.

Then he could think about everything that was never his to begin with.
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“As soon as I get you to your sister, you won’t have to think about me anymore. I promise.”

The words echoed in Olivia’s head, mixing with Landon’s apology about last night as she followed him out into the sunshine and across the field toward a grove of trees, ducking behind brush whenever they could to avoid being seen.

He never should have let it happen . . . Her stomach twisted hard. Every doubt she’d had came rushing back.

Okay, yeah, she’d made it clear she hadn’t wanted to discuss the sex by rolling away and pretending to sleep last night. But she had a reason, dammit. She’d caught him with another woman. She’d nearly been killed because of him. She was still struggling with the issue of whether or not she could trust him. But most of all, she was fighting the fact she was already half in love with the jerk. That didn’t mean she regretted last night.

Not like him.

He held up his arm and closed his hand into a fist without speaking or turning to look at her, a sign he’d told her back in the barn meant to keep quiet and out of sight. Humiliation burning inside, Olivia knelt next to him behind an oak tree and tried to get a handle on the useless emotions pumping through her.

So she’d used him. She didn’t feel particularly guilty about that. She was more than certain he’d used women for sex before—probably numerous women. But was it too much to hope that he felt something—anything—for her, even if it was just friendship? That’s what she’d assumed they’d had all these months they’d been texting—before her fantasies had convinced her it was something more. If he hadn’t felt something for her, why the heck had he texted her that first time, a week after she’d been home from the ordeal in Seattle?

She remembered that text as if she were reading it for the first time. She’d been wallowing in fear and shame for a week, locked in her house, not even wanting to venture out to the grocery store, when her phone had lit up.

UNKNOWN NUMBER: Hey, it’s Landon Miller. Not supposed to do this but I’ve been thinking about you. Hoping you’re okay. Scars don’t ever go away, but they do heal. And if ever there was anyone who could beat this, I know it’s you. You don’t have to respond. Just know you’re not alone.

That one text. Those simple, probably pity-filled words had jump-started her heart. He’d never know what that text meant to her—she’d never be foolish enough to tell him, especially now—but the truth was, it had saved her. Saved her from sinking into a murky abyss of depression and anxiety she might never have been able to crawl free from had it not been for him.

She swallowed hard. Blinked back the wetness clouding her vision. Even if he’d never considered them friends and she’d just been some . . . obligation, she was thankful for what he’d done for her. And he didn’t deserve her anger because he was smart enough to recognize that last night was a mistake.

He leaned toward her, and her pulse picked up speed, a reaction she couldn’t stop, even if she wanted to. “Stay here,” he whispered. “I’m going to check it out. If I get it running, be ready to jump in.”

Olivia nodded. Getting away from each other was the safest idea all around. She could stop fantasizing about some happily ever after that didn’t exist, and he could go back to all those other women he obviously had lined up.

He glanced her way, and his eyes met hers. Dark, intense, smoldering eyes that screamed they meant business. “Don’t go anywhere.”

“I won’t.”

“Good. I don’t need a second panic attack today.”

He moved away from the tree before she could answer, staying low and darting behind brush as he crossed the hundred or so yards toward the back of the small white house to the rust-colored, banged-up old truck. She didn’t know what he’d meant, but the way he’d tried to put a stop to things last night contrasted sharply with the way he’d grabbed her in the barn this morning, the way he’d held her tight as if he’d been afraid he’d lost her. And the memory of all of it, even the way he’d given in and let her take whatever she wanted in the dark, warmed places inside that had gone cold.

Her eyes darted right and left as he reached the vehicle. When he pulled the door open and slinked inside where she couldn’t see him anymore, her pulse shot straight up. A few kids carrying backpacks ran down the road, as if on their way into town for school. A delivery van whizzed past on the road. A sedan headed their direction, leaving the village.

In any other town, in any other place, the activity would seem normal. But this situation was anything but normal. And every sound, every honk, every echo of laughter, made Olivia’s anxiety jump another notch until it felt like her heart had taken up residence in her throat.

“Come on, come on, come on,” she whispered. What was taking him so long? She had no idea how to hot-wire a car, but Landon clearly knew. There were so many things that could go wrong. If the old truck didn’t have gas, if the battery was dead, if the owners came running out of the house when it coughed to life. Suddenly, Tortoli seemed a million miles away.

Just when she was sure this vehicle was a bust and that they’d have to find another one, exhaust poured out of the tailpipe.

Olivia peered around the trunk of the oak, searching for any glimpse of Landon. His dark head appeared in the cab of the truck, then his arm over the seat, and his face as he looked behind him and backed away from the house.

Relief had never tasted so sweet. She’d been relieved when their kidnappers had brought him back to the room where they’d been holding her, but then she’d still been so scared about what would happen next. Now . . .

Now he’d saved her—again.

He pulled to a stop ten feet from the tree, and, exhaling what was left of her fear, Olivia pushed to her feet and moved for the passenger door.

With both hands on the wheel, Landon grinned as she opened the door, looking so much like a country farm boy rather than the lethal warrior she knew him to be, she couldn’t help but smile. “Your carriage, m’lady.”

“Right now I wouldn’t even care if it was horse drawn.” She reached for the handhold above to pull herself into the truck. “I just want to get out of here.”

“That makes two of us.” He let go of the wheel and reached for her hand to help her in. His fingers grazed hers. Warmth and electricity shot up her arm at the simple touch. Glancing at his face, she saw the smile and relief in his eyes, and realized . . . she’d been wrong.

Whatever he thought about last night—whether he truly regretted it or not—he did feel something for her. It might not be the wild sexual attraction she’d fantasized about. It might not be the hot, passionate romance she’d convinced herself they could have. But it was something. Something that would be enough to get her from here to wherever it was they went next. Something she would remember long after they parted ways and she returned home.

Pushing aside all the other worries, she braced a foot on the rusted running board and moved into the cab of the truck.

The back window shattered in an explosion of glass before she got both feet inside.
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Olivia shrieked and dropped to the bench seat of the truck. Landon’s hand curled into the fabric of her sweatshirt to drag her in just as he stomped down on the gas.

“Hold on, Olivia!”

Her fingernails dug into his thigh. Her other hand gripped the edge of the seat, grappling for something to cling to. He cranked the wheel to the right, trying to get them into the cover of the trees.

Her legs went flying. She screamed. The ping, ping, ping of bullets hitting metal echoed through the cab to mix with Olivia’s startled yelps. Keeping his eyes on the road and one hand on the wheel, Landon fisted her sweatshirt and dragged her more fully into the vehicle.

“They’re shooting at us!” she hollered when she got her feet beneath her.

“I know.” He shoved her head to her knees. “Stay down.” Gripping the wheel with both hands, he glanced in the rearview at the white van racing toward them, then cut the truck hard to the right.

Olivia grunted, fell into him, and pushed her hands against his leg to try to move back. The door on her side swung open wide. Dust and pebbles formed a plume behind the truck. The van careened off the road and into the trees, closing the distance between the two vehicles.

Landon reached for the gun, which he’d set on the dashboard when he’d been hot-wiring the truck, but it slid out of his grip and slipped to the right corner of the windshield.

“I’ve got it.” Olivia leaned away and reached up to feel around the end of the dashboard.

Her hand closed over the weapon. Landon glanced sideways at her as he jerked the car to the left to avoid a tree. She yelped again and grasped the dashboard to avoid being thrown out.

“Come here and take the wheel from me,” he called.

“Are you nuts?” Holding the weapon in both hands, she knelt on the seat, careful to stay low as she pushed what was left of the slider open at the back of the cab. “I’m a terrible driver!”

And she was a better shot? “Olivia—”

“Just drive! We don’t have time to mess around here.”

She was right. The van was gaining ground. They didn’t have time to switch positions so he could get off a shot. He cranked the wheel to the right again, this time to avoid a giant boulder. She knocked into him, grunted again, but quickly recovered. In the side mirror, he watched a man lean out the passenger window of the van and lift a semiautomatic weapon.

Shit. Adrenaline shot through his veins. “Hold on,” he yelled again, jerking the wheel the other direction. Olivia yelped and fell toward the open door. He flung his arm out to the side, grabbing her around the waist as he righted the truck. Bullets pinged off the frame of the vehicle. “Shoot the fucking tires!”

“Stop telling me what to do!”

Good God, she was going there . . . now? Clenching his jaw, he looked ahead and spotted the road curving back toward them. Now was the perfect opportunity to take the van out to give them the maximum opportunity to get away. “Olivia . . .”

She scrambled to her knees once more. The truck bounced over rocks and downed limbs. Landon’s adrenaline went into overdrive. She pulled the trigger, and gunfire echoed through the cab of the truck. Landon glanced in the side mirror to see where her shot went. It pinged off the grille of the van.

“Darn it,” she muttered.

“You’ve got three more shots,” he said, trying to encourage her. “Go again.”

“I know,” she snapped. “Stop stressing me out.”

He whipped the truck to the right, nearly missing a utility ladder lying in the dirt between olive trees. “Sorry,” he muttered when she fell into him. “Shit. Sorry. You’ve got this.”

She pushed upright again, braced her knees on the bench seat, and lined up another shot.

“Come on, baby,” he muttered.

His heart felt like it stopped beating while he waited. Then the sound of gunfire lit up the interior of the cab. His gaze jerked to the side mirror again. The right front tire of the van exploded. The vehicle lost control and flipped onto its side in a crunch of metal and wood that sent dust and debris flying.

“Oh my God,” Olivia exclaimed. “Did you see that?”

“I saw.” Relief and amusement tore through Landon. He cranked the wheel to the left, and the old truck bounced onto the road. “Nice shooting.”

Olivia grabbed on to his shoulder to steady herself as she slid to her butt on the seat at his side. She glanced over her shoulder to the wreck in the trees behind them. Landon’s gaze followed in the rearview. Two men stumbled from the overturned vehicle in a daze, shouting words he couldn’t make out.

“Wasn’t it?” She cradled the gun on her lap. “Wow. That was pretty awesome, if I do say so myself. I guess those gun lessons paid off.”

“Gun lessons?” He glanced her way. The vehicle straightened out, and the passenger door snapped closed at her side. Stepping on the gas, Landon punched it down the small highway, wanting only to get as far from Orgosolo as possible. “What gun lessons?”

“Eve took me out to a range when she came to visit a few months ago and showed me how to shoot. Never thought it would come in handy.”

She was admiring the gun as if she’d found a new friend, and Landon couldn’t stop himself from chuckling. “Remind me not to piss you off when you’re holding one of those.”

A wide smile cut across her face as she looked up at him, one that made her green eyes sparkle. “Then you might just want to keep your mouth shut all the way to Tortoli. You do have a tendency to get me worked up.”

She was making a joke, though a tiny place inside knew she was right. He couldn’t seem to stop himself from fucking things up with her. But instead of dwelling on that little reality, his brain shot to memories of another way he’d worked her up. To last night. To her straddling his hips, riding him to the most mind-blowing orgasm he could remember. And just that fast his body grew hot and tight and needy.

Needy for her.

“What’s wrong?” she asked, eyeing him warily, her smile long gone. She looked over her shoulder again, toward the empty road behind them. “Did you see something?”

“No. Nothing.”

“Then what’s bugging you?”

“Nothing.” Nothing he couldn’t handle, at least. And there was no way he was telling her what was bugging him was this overpowering urge to drag her onto his lap and have her give a repeat performance of last night.

Shifting in his seat, he clenched his jaw and focused on the road. “How far did you say it was to the airport in Tortoli?”

“An hour on these back roads, if we’re lucky.”

If we’re lucky. Landon nearly huffed. So far, they hadn’t been lucky at all. At least not in any way that was safe.
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Olivia eyed Landon across the cab of the truck as they neared the outskirts of Tortoli. He’d barely said more than a handful of words since they’d gotten away from that van, and she could tell he was focusing all his energies on driving so it didn’t look like he was purposely ignoring her.

Telling herself not to dwell on it, she glanced out the cracked passenger window at her side and watched the few businesses and homes rush by. A thrill went through her again, and she bit her lip to keep from smiling. She knew he didn’t think she could protect herself, and she liked proving him wrong. Liked proving everyone wrong—especially herself. She also liked knowing when things got tough, she wasn’t a liability. She could pull her own weight when needed.

Her smile faded when she thought of the people chasing them, and another glance back confirmed they weren’t being followed. But she couldn’t shake the feeling their pursuers had given up way too easily. If they really wanted to find that girl Landon had told her about, they would have come after them, right? The men in that van had seen which direction they’d headed. Surely they had to have cell phones to keep in touch with the other members of their organization. She didn’t know what else was on this road, but between Orgosolo and here, they hadn’t passed anything other than farmland and hills. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out they were heading toward Tortoli.

A sign ahead for the airport said to keep right and take the next exit. As the truck made the turn, Olivia’s stomach tightened, and her mind shot to the prospect of seeing Eve again, then to whether or not Landon would go with them or take off like he’d insinuated earlier.

“How many bullets are left in that magazine?” Landon casually asked.

Startled out of her thoughts, Olivia reached for the gun from the seat beside her and checked, happy for something else to think about. “Two.”

“That’s not gonna be enough.”

“Enough for what?”

The rig slowed, and Olivia’s gaze jerked toward the front windshield. A sign whizzed by, stating the airport was only three kilometers away. Businesses lined the road, but what caught her attention were the three vehicles roughly two hundred yards ahead—two trucks and another van—blocking their path.

“Oh . . . heck.”

“Oh shit would be a more appropriate reaction right now.” He cranked on the wheel. “Hold on.”

The sharp turn caused Olivia to skid into the door. The truck shot down a side street with very little shoulder and hardly any sidewalk. Cracked stucco buildings in various shades of yellow, pink, and white lined the street on each side, boxing them in as they drove farther into the city.

“We’re going the wrong way,” Olivia exclaimed, bracing a hand against the dash to keep herself upright. “The airport’s the other direction.”

“They know that’s where we’re heading.”

He made a right, and she slid across the seat into him, then another left. A woman holding a basket stepped off the sidewalk. Landon swore, then waved his arm and shouted, “Fucking move!”

The woman screamed and threw the basket up into the air before jumping out of the way. The basket hit the windshield, and clothing went flying. As Landon reached out the driver side window to pull a pair of pants out of his line of sight, Olivia shot a look over her shoulder. A truck swerved around pedestrians. Gaining on them.

“Um . . . Landon?”

His gaze darted to the rearview. “Shit.”

Olivia gripped the gun in her hand. “Should I shoot?”

“Not in the city. Goddammit.”

Right now, Olivia didn’t care that he was swearing. She just wanted to get away. Who the hell were these people?

Landon made another left, then a right. They barreled down the city street. Ahead, a group of boys were playing kickball in the middle of the road. Olivia braced a hand on the door beside her. “Landon . . .”

“I see ’em.” He cut the wheel to the right. The tail end of a delivery truck backed out into the street ten feet ahead.

Olivia braced her other hand against the dash, and her heart lurched into her throat. “Landon!”

“Son of a bitch.” Landon cranked hard left, swerving around the truck. It kept backing out, blocking the path behind them. He glanced in the rearview and barked out a laugh. “Take that, dipshits.”

A whisper of relief swept through Olivia, and she silently thanked that driver for blocking their pursuers. But that thanks came to a jarring halt when Landon slammed on the brakes, and her body smacked into the dashboard.

She grunted and hit the floor.

“Fuck me.” Landon reached for her, his hand closing over her arm, hauling her back up. He glanced in the rearview one more time, then said, “Okay, listen. We gotta get out. Right now.”

Pain spiraled all through Olivia’s body, and her head felt like someone had hit it with a hammer. Before she could process what had happened, Landon was at the passenger door, grasping the gun from the floorboards and all but dragging her out of the truck. “Come on, Olivia.”

Music met her ears, followed by voices and laughter. She blinked in the September sunshine and tried to right her senses.

Some kind of festival filled the street ahead. Colorful banners flew from the buildings. Ribbons waved in the breeze. Booths lined the street, and a crowd of people dancing and singing filled the space as far as the eye could see, stopping any chance they had of escaping.

Landon gripped her hand and pulled her away from the truck. “We have to keep moving. Come on.”

Olivia rubbed her forehead and curled her hand into his, thankful that he, at least, was thinking. Voices and shouts echoed behind them as they moved into the crowd, and she glanced back once, toward the delivery truck that had boxed them in. One man stood arguing with the driver. Another looked past their abandoned vehicle in the middle of the road, scanning the crowd.

A new sense of fear whipped through her. “They see us.”

He gripped her hand tighter, maneuvering through the throng of people. “Keep moving. Don’t stop.”

She held on as tightly as she could, not wanting to get separated. Various scents she couldn’t name but which made her stomach rumble wafted in the air. They passed booths full of flowers, others with fresh produce, even more with jewelry and clothing in assortments of colors and fabrics. When they hurried past a booth with all different kinds of hats, Landon grabbed the closest and slapped it on her head.

Olivia pushed the bill of the wide-brimmed hat out of her face and quickened her pace so she wouldn’t trip and slow them down. “How did you . . . ? Where—?”

Another shout echoed behind them, but Landon didn’t slow, and the crowd was so thick, it closed in behind them before the shopkeeper could figure out where they’d gone. “Don’t worry about it.”

“But you stole it,” she hissed.

“Jesus, Olivia,” he muttered. “Stop having such high morals. It’s either theft or death. This is the lesser of two evils.”

Olivia clenched her jaw as he yanked her around some kind of band, set up near a fountain. He was right, but still . . .

They wove past people, moving away from the noise instead of toward it. Through the crowd ahead, she glanced up and caught sight of a man standing on a stone bench, looking over the crowd as if searching for someone. A man with a bulge under his thin jacket that told her he was carrying some kind of weapon. A man she was almost certain had been at that compound yesterday.

No . . . Her adrenaline shot up. Landon was heading right toward the guy. He didn’t see him.

“Landon.” Her hand tightened around his, and she pulled hard, dragging him into the dark alcove of a shop closed for the festivities.

“What the—”

She pushed him into the entryway until his back hit the wood door, then moved in at his front. “Kiss me.”

“What?” His eyes grew wide. “You want to do this right now?”

“That guy standing on the bench is looking for two people on the run, not a couple making out. This dumb hat will block his view of our faces. Don’t think. Just kiss me.”

She pushed her hands against his chest and lifted to her toes. He stiffened when she drew close. His hands landed on her hips. He drew in a sharp breath just as her mouth met his.

His lips were warm and firm and just as tantalizing as she remembered from last night, and as soon as they met hers, a shock ran through her entire body and brought her mind to a screaming halt.

It’s a cover. It doesn’t mean anything. It’s not like last night. Think of it as a part in a play. The words circled in her mind as she moved closer and brushed her mouth over his again, using her best acting skills to get through this. But as his fingers dug into her hipbones, as she felt his hard body relax against hers, the words grew fainter in her mind. All the reasons she shouldn’t kiss him drifted to the wayside, far enough out of her grasp that she couldn’t quite reach them.

He groaned, and the sound was like an erotic trigger, flipping her internal burners to smolder. His hands slid around her waist, fisting the fabric of her sweatshirt at her back, pulling her tighter into the heat of his body. And even before he opened to her kiss, she knew she was lost. Knew that as much as she wanted to hold back after everything that had happened, when it came to him, she never truly could.

His warm, wet tongue slid into her mouth, and liquid heat seared through her veins at the very first taste. She tried to stay focused on the danger around them, but, note by note, the sounds of the festival faded. The music dimmed. The heat inside her flared to life.

He kissed her slowly, thoroughly, not a thing like the frantic, needy way he’d kissed her last night. But her mind was already going there, her body contracting with the memory of how hard he’d been sliding inside her in the dark, the tiny rasps of pleasure that had rippled through her body when he’d started to move, and the mind-blowing orgasm that had crashed into her when she’d finally let go.

She moaned as he kissed her deeper, as she stroked into his mouth and let her body guide her. He answered by tightening his arms around her back. And against her belly, she felt his cock swell and thicken where he pressed into her, a reaction that made her whole body tremble.

He broke the kiss long before she was ready. Before she’d had her fill. Slowly, he trailed his lips across her cheek to her ear. The faint sounds of the festival slithered through the sexual haze, and she gripped his shoulders to hold herself upright, pressing her forehead against his cheek as she tried to steady her racing pulse.

“I think he’s gone,” he whispered near her ear, sounding completely in control and not a bit breathless like her. “I don’t see him anymore.”

Olivia blinked several times, trying to clear her vision. The guy following them. Right. That’s why they’d been kissing. “Are . . . you sure?”

His arms loosened around her, and he pushed himself more upright in the small alcove to look over her head. “Yeah. He’s gone.” He let go of her waist and reached for her hand. “Come on. We’ve got a ways to go to get back to the airport.”

Olivia’s head was still in a fog. Her body didn’t want to let go. It wanted him. Right now. Right here. And she knew he’d wanted her too; she’d felt it. But her stupid brain—that part of her that obviously could never tell what he was thinking or wanting or feeling—chose that moment to remind her that guys are guys. They react to anything physical. It doesn’t mean he’s feeling any of what you are.

She pressed a shaking hand against her forehead. God, when it came to Landon Miller, she just . . . she couldn’t even think straight.

“Livy.” His warm, solid hand brushed her cheek. “Are you okay?”

Livy . . . He’d called her that several times—in texts when they’d been flirting, during the hours they’d been on the run together, last night when they’d made love—er, had sex. Her friends and family called her Liv, but no one called her Livy, not since she’d been a kid. And though she’d always hated the nickname growing up, now she loved it. Because coming from him, here, now, it sounded like a term of endearment. Like . . . his own special name for her.

“What is it?” he said, his voice worried, his other hand coming up to tip her face up to his.

Oh . . . crud. Pressure grew in her chest. A familiar pressure she’d worked hard to get over since Seattle. The last few days were obviously catching up with her, and she was losing it. Some part of her brain was still conscious enough to recognize the signs. She couldn’t think. Couldn’t move. The alcove seemed to spin around her. “I . . .”

“Okay, just . . . breathe.”

That was all she seemed to be able to do. She drew in deep breaths, one after another, focusing on the pull of air through her nose, the push outward from her lungs. Slowly, the darkness that had threatened to overwhelm her dissipated, and she realized her hands were pressed against something solid. Warmth and comfort surrounded her, and a very familiar, sexy voice was whispering words she couldn’t quite grasp yet in her ear.

Her eyes slid closed, and she leaned into Landon, letting him be her comfort, letting him hold her—if only for a few more seconds. This felt familiar, normal. Right. And the last few months she hadn’t had much of any of those. Not since she’d nearly lost it on that Seattle street and he’d held her then like he was doing now.

Geez, it was just like her to fall for a guy who was as emotionally unavailable as she was mentally unstable. Forget about everything else that had happened between them. When it came down to it, even if she could get past the fact she’d caught him with another woman, or the knowledge of what he did for a living, or all the lies he’d carefully created to hide his true self from her, she was too wounded to stand a shot in hell at having a normal relationship with him or anyone else.

She pushed back and swiped her hands over her face. “I’m fine now. You don’t have to coddle me anymore.”

“It wasn’t coddling,” he said softly. His hands dropped to his sides, and knowing all she’d see was pity in his eyes, she turned to look down the busy street.

The crowd was starting to disperse. The band had obviously moved on; where, Olivia wasn’t sure, but it was time they stopped screwing around and got the hell out of here.

Her gaze scanned the red tile rooftops and finally landed on a bell tower. “Saint Andrew’s.” She pointed to the east. “There.”

“You want to go to church? Now? Uh, not exactly the best time.”

She frowned because, yeah, he obviously thought she really was losing it. And maybe she’d been on the verge, but now she wasn’t. Now she knew exactly what she wanted: Just to go home. To forget about the last few days, forget about some stupid fantasy that wasn’t real, get back to her life in Idaho, and find a way to be happy with what she had.

She drew in a deep breath, one that somehow gave her strength, and turned to face him. “Eve said if we couldn’t get to the airport, to find a way to Saint Andrew’s. They’ll pick us up there.”

“A church.” Landon frowned. “Great. I have no doubt your sister did that on purpose.”

Olivia wasn’t quite sure what he meant by that, but right now she didn’t care. She took a step back, out of the alcove, but when he didn’t follow, she turned to see what the holdup was. He rubbed a hand across his brow, an unreadable expression on his rugged face. “Problem?”

“No.” He held out a hand. “Lead on. You’ve been leading me into trouble since the day we met. This won’t be any different.”

She’d been leading him? Olivia held back a snort. Yeah, that’s what was happening. And totally explained why she was the one who was going to walk away from this with a battered heart.
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The hope Landon had held on to as they’d made their way toward Saint Andrew’s church in the heart of Tortoli didn’t just crash and burn, it went up in fucking flames.

He scanned the open street and cursed his stupid luck. The church itself was made of pink stucco built in the classical style, with three arched, wooden doorways, tall pilasters, and a projecting cornice that ran across the top of the building. A Latin cross was perched in the middle of the cornice, and an octagonal dome sat atop the bell tower to the left. It looked like a dozen different churches throughout the Mediterranean, and though Olivia had been right in that the church was easy to find in the small city, it didn’t provide any sort of protection from passersby. The sidewalk ran right up to the door. No trees, no courtyard, no fountains to hide behind. They were sitting ducks out here in the open, which meant they weren’t going to be able to stay outside like he’d hoped.

“Come on,” Olivia said, moving for the middle archway and the main door. “They could already be here.”

Only if our luck has changed. Which, Landon figured, couldn’t be the case. Life was just not that fucking easy.

Gritting his teeth, he followed her into the dark vestibule.

The door closed with a heavy clank behind them. Some kind of hymnal music echoed from inside. Olivia moved through the vestibule and into the sanctuary, stopping briefly at a large marble font as they entered. She dipped her index finger in the water, then made the sign of the cross.

Landon scanned the interior of the church. Pews lined the sanctuary. Ahead an intricate marble altar sat along the far wall, trimmed in gold and decorated with flowers. Several statues were tucked into the nooks and crannies of the altar, but the Big Man himself took up center stage.

Swallowing hard, Landon glanced right and left. A few doors opened off the sanctuary, but, since churches were an anomaly to him, he didn’t have a clue where they led. A woman knelt in the back, a set of beads in her hand and a veil over her head. Another positioned flowers on the altar. Other than that, the place was empty.

“I don’t see them,” Olivia whispered. She gestured with her hand as she moved farther into the church. “Come on.”

Great. Yeah, just what he wanted. Landon would have been perfectly happy to slink into the shadows in the back, but he followed only because he didn’t want to draw attention. Every time wood creaked or the other women in the room moved, though, he jumped.

“Relax,” Olivia said in a low voice as they ducked into a pew on the left side, far enough from the women so no one could hear their whispering. “They’ll be here.”

“That’s not what I’m worried about.”

One side of Olivia’s lips curled, and she inched away from him on the pew.

He darted a look her way. “What are you doing?”

“I don’t want to get caught when that lightning strikes you down.”

“Very funny.”

A sly smirk crossed her lips, and this time when he moved close, she stayed put. “I’m sure you’re fine.”

His gaze swept back over the sanctuary. “Wishful thinking from the girl who doesn’t want to get caught in the blast zone.”

“No, I’m just thinking logically. We’re in a cathedral. I’m pretty sure God saves the lightning strikes for the poor schmucks who don’t know any better and wander into the lonely parish churches.”

She was making jokes. After everything she’d been through, she hadn’t lost her sense of humor. He turned to look at her. “I didn’t know you were Catholic.”

She shrugged, folded her hands in her lap, and looked toward the intricate altar. “I’m not as Catholic as my parents would like me to be.”

“Either way, I’m sure they’re happy you turned out so wholesome.”

The look she flicked him said, Yeah, right. “You say the word wholesome like it’s a bad thing.”

It wasn’t. Not to him. Not when it came to her. Not by a long shot.

She glanced back toward the altar. “They might have been. I’ll never know. They’re both dead.”

Shit. He knew that. Eve had mentioned it once. “Sorry. I—”

“There’s nothing for you to be sorry about. Death is a fact of life. You know that. I just had to deal with it earlier than some.”

He did know that. And he hated that she knew it too. “How old were you?”

She stared at the altar, and for a split second, in the silence, he wondered what she was remembering. “Seventeen when my mother died. In my senior year of high school. She’d been perfectly healthy, then one day had a minor medical procedure and caught a rare bacterial infection. Total fluke thing. She was dead within a week.”

“Jesus.”

She made a sound that was a half laugh, half snort. “Not exactly the word I’d use here if you’re trying to avoid that lightning strike, but yeah, the sentiment pretty much sums it up.”

One side of his lips ticked up. There she went again, being . . . Olivia.

Her smile faded, and her eyes grew distant. “Eve was already in college when it happened. I didn’t know it then, but she’d just lost her fiancé. She was already dealing with the fallout from that. When she came home for Mom’s funeral, she seemed so distant. I didn’t understand it. In fact, looking back, I know that was the start of the wedge that formed between us. When she left right away and didn’t help deal with our dad, who was in a severe state of depression, I was really ticked.” Her gaze slanted his way, and an embarrassed expression crossed her face. “Sorry. That was more than you wanted to know. Nightmare family stuff I’m sure you don’t want to hear about.”

But he did. He didn’t have any right, but he wanted to know more about her. Wanted to know what made her so resilient. What made her . . . her. “And your faith helped you get through it?”

She rolled her eyes and crossed her arms over her chest. “No. I pretty much stopped going to church then. I couldn’t get past the ‘everything happens for a reason’ and ‘He needs her up there instead of down here’ stuff my father and our parish priest were throwing at me. That also caused strain with my dad. Moving to Hollywood didn’t help.”

“You lived in Hollywood?” Surprise rippled through him.

“Yeah,” she said absently. “Six months. After my mom died, I decided to have a go at the whole actress thing. Even got a role in a movie.”

Landon was shocked. He knew she taught drama, but this . . . “What happened?”

She shrugged. “Wasn’t what I expected. So I moved back home, went to Boise State, got my teaching degree. Teaching’s an honorable profession, you know.”

“I know it is.” He also knew there was a lot more she wasn’t saying. More he wanted to know about how and why she’d left a movie role behind if acting had been her dream.

She stared at the altar. “I always envied Eve, going after what she wanted. I never had the guts to do that. Not all the way. Don’t tell her this, but I always wanted to be like her.”

“I think you’re pretty great just the way you are.”

Her cheeks turned the slightest shade of pink, and she shot him another yeah, right look before staring ahead again. “My father didn’t think so. These last couple of years, before he died of cancer, I’d go to mass with him a couple times per year when he guilted me into it, but it was never enough in his eyes. Just like being a teacher was never good enough.”

Landon hated that someone had made her feel inferior. Her own father, even. Not that he knew all that much about what a good father was supposed to be, but still. How could anyone not see how special she was?

She glanced his way. “What about you? I get the feeling you’re not Catholic.”

“Um . . .” He drew in a deep breath and shifted against the pew. “No.”

“No?” Her brow lifted.

“Let’s just say God and I aren’t exactly on speaking terms.”

“Why not?”

Why? She knew why. Hell, she’d seen why up close and personal.

She tipped her head. “Nothing is unforgivable, Landon.”

Her words were like a shock to the solar plexus. And the way her gemlike eyes softened, and the gentle tone of her voice. It did something to him. Something he hadn’t felt before. His chest grew tight and warm, and the capillaries in his fingers and toes began to tingle.

“Some things are unforgivable, Olivia.”

“Only if you let them be,” she whispered.

Time seemed to beat like a drum between them. Or maybe that was just his heart pounding so hard against his ribs it echoed in his ears. As he stared at her, he forgot about the people chasing them, about the danger he’d put her in, about the other women in this church, and saw only Olivia. Every day she surprised him. She could be as tough as nails one minute, then vulnerable and soft the next, then so full of compassion she took his breath away.

After several long seconds, she pulled her gaze from his and looked back toward the front of the church. “I’m gonna go light a candle.” She slanted a sly smile his way as she reached for the pew ahead and pushed to her feet. “Can’t hurt, right? I think we need all the help we can get.”

He watched her move for the aisle, then walk up toward the altar. At the front, she bowed slightly, then headed to the right, toward an alcove with rows and rows of tiered candles. She used the matches to light one candle in the middle of the bunch, then knelt with her hands folded in front of her.

And right then, as he watched her silently from the back of the church, he realized . . . he was crazy about this woman. Head over heels crazy about a schoolteacher he had no right being anywhere near. Olivia Wolfe was the kind of person who saw the good in others. She wasn’t jaded like her sister, Eve, wasn’t broken like him. She’d been wounded—several times—but she had this light inside her that gave her the strength to get back up and keep on going. He didn’t know much about where that light came from, but it was a light he’d never seen in anyone else. And it was one he wanted in his life. Desperately.

After several minutes, she pushed up from the kneeler and headed back his way. And as he watched her every graceful movement, his pulse racing as she drew close, his heart felt like it was finally coming to life in his chest . . . for the first time ever.

She slid into the pew next to him and frowned. “I know what you’re thinking.”

“What am I thinking?” Was that his voice? It didn’t sound like him. The words sounded foreign, raspy, uneven.

“You’re thinking I’m a fool for believing in something as simple as religion.”

“Why would you assume that?”

“Because Eve has said the same to me more than once.”

And since he and Eve both existed within the same shadowy world, Olivia was lumping them together.

“Maybe she’s right,” Olivia said, shrugging as she looked toward the altar once more. “I don’t know. All I know is that life is easier when I’m not doing it alone, you know?”

No, he didn’t know. But he wanted to. Wanted her to teach him. “I’m not Eve, Livy.”

“I know you’re not. It’s just . . .” Her gaze flicked to his chest. And a hint of pink stained her cheeks. “My dad used to say everything happens for a reason, and as much as I don’t want to believe that, I can’t. Because he was right. In every bad thing that’s happened in my life, there’s been something good. Even yesterday.”

His body heated. Was she talking about last night? About the two of them together in that barn? He wanted her to be. Because that had been the best thing that happened to him . . . in forever. Even though she’d acted blasé after, even though he knew it couldn’t happen again, it didn’t change the fact she was right.

It also didn’t change the fact that he wanted her. More than he had over the last few months. More than he had last night. More than he had any right to want anyone, especially her.

Her soft green gaze slowly slid back to his eyes. And as it skipped over his face, his body grew even warmer, until his heart was pounding a staccato rhythm against his ribs. “So . . . if you’re not thinking I’m a simple fool, then what are you thinking?”

What was he thinking? Every muscle tensed, and before he could stop himself, he leaned forward, bringing his mouth only centimeters from hers, wanting to kiss her again like he’d done on the street. Wanting to taste her. Everywhere.

“I’m thinking I’m so screwed it’s not even funny. Because I’m—”

Wood creaked. Footsteps echoed. Olivia’s head jerked to the side, and a split second flashed before Landon realized several people had barged in through the main doors of the church and were heading straight for them.

His reflexes clicked into gear. He reached back for the gun at his lower spine, covered Olivia’s head with his hand, and pushed her to the bench. “Stay down,” he hissed.

“Landon—”

“Liv,” a woman breathed.

Landon had the gun halfway out when Eve appeared in the back of the church, her eyes wide, her shoulder-length dark hair falling around her face.

“Eve.” Olivia pushed against Landon’s hand. “That’s my sister, you idiot.” She was out of the pew and at the back of the church before Landon could stop her.

The two women embraced. Behind Eve, Landon spotted Zane Archer stepping into the church, wearing jeans, a white button-down, and the same uneasy expression Landon was sporting.

Relief and disappointment stole through Landon, mixing with the nerves still vibrating through his limbs. With hands shaking more than he liked, he stowed his weapon and slowly made his way toward the newcomers.

Zane held out a hand as he drew close. “Miller.”

Landon accepted the handshake. “Archer. You’re a sight for sore eyes.”

“I bet.” Zane glanced around warily. “Is it just me, or do you feel an odd electrical charge in this place?”

Landon snorted. “It’s the Man upstairs getting the voltage right. He can take all three of us out in one strike. Pretty sure the only thing stopping him is Olivia.”

“Something tells me you’re probably not far off the mark.” Zane nodded toward the two women, still hugging. “Let’s try to slowly and inconspicuously herd them out the door. I really don’t want to get my ass fried today.”

Neither did Landon. He wanted Olivia out of harm’s way. But mostly, he wanted her safe. From him.

Shit. He’d almost told her . . .

What? How he felt? He wasn’t even sure how he felt. Fucking confused topped the list right now. But even if he did know, any kind of emotional confession would only mess things up more by muddying the waters for her, especially when she was so close to being free of him.

The woman in the back of the church holding a rosary turned with an angry expression and hissed, “Sh!”

Zane grimaced, then stepped toward Eve and placed a hand on her lower back. “Come on, ladies. I think it’s time we got out of here.”

Olivia blew out a long breath and looked his way. “Thank God.”

Thank God. Yeah, Landon could buy into that right now too. Especially here. Especially if it meant this was all finally going to be over for Olivia.

Eve didn’t let go of her sister’s hand as they moved through the vestibule and stepped out into the midmorning light. Landon followed, blinking several times at the bright sunshine. “We’re parked right over here,” Eve said, nodding to her right. “I’m so glad you remembered the church, Liv. When you didn’t show at the airport, I freaked.”

Zane huffed. “That’s an understatement.”

Eve shot Archer a look over her shoulder. “You were as worried as I was.” She looked back at her sister. “He’s all talk.”

To Landon, Zane muttered, “If we’d lost Olivia, I was never gonna get sex again. So thanks for keeping her safe, man.”

One side of Landon’s mouth curled. “You’re welcome.”

They reached the four-door sedan Landon was sure was stolen, and Eve popped the back door for her sister. “We’ll be in the air in a few minutes. Archer?”

Zane pulled out his cell as he climbed behind the wheel. “Already on it. Tony?” he said into his phone. “Yeah, we’re on our way. We want to be wheels up in fifteen.”

Eve slid into the backseat with Olivia, so Landon took the front next to Zane. He glanced down the street ahead, then behind, but saw no signs of the people who’d been chasing them.

“When did you hit trouble?” Zane asked as he pulled away from the curb and made a right.

“On the outskirts of Tortoli.”

“We saw the roadblock,” Eve said from the backseat. “That was meant for you, wasn’t it?”

When Landon nodded, she added, “Someone wants you hurt, Miller, besides me.”

“Eve,” Olivia warned next to her sister.

“Shush,” Eve snapped. “This is between him and me.” Eve leaned forward between the front seats as they made another turn and smacked her fist into Landon’s injured shoulder. “What the hell were you thinking? She could have been killed. Again.”

Pain spiraled up Landon’s arm, and he immediately reached for the spot with his right hand, cringing.

“Eve, dammit.” Olivia leaned forward too, pushed her sister aside, and reached for his arm. “Are you okay?”

“I’m . . . fine,” he hissed, carefully easing away from Olivia’s tantalizing touch.

Olivia turned a hard glare on her sister. “He got shot protecting me. The least you could do is be a little nice.”

“You wouldn’t need protecting if it weren’t for him.”

Eve was right, and all that guilt Landon had been trying to push away came screaming back. “Wolfe—”

“No,” Olivia snapped, her voice strong and calm, as it had been in the truck when she’d fired his weapon and taken out the tire on that van. “I’m the one who flew out here to surprise him. He had no idea I was on my way. My being involved in all this is not his fault. It was just dumb luck. He didn’t do anything wrong, so stop yelling at him.”

Eve was silent. She met Zane’s gaze in the rearview mirror, glanced at Landon, and then looked back at her sister. “I’m just worried about you, Liv. You scared me.”

“I know,” Olivia said, softer. “But you don’t need to worry. I’m okay. Landon kept me safe. He didn’t hurt me. I don’t blame him for any of this.”

Surprised by her words, Landon turned to glance at Olivia. At her sweet face, her gemlike eyes, all that blonde hair that made her look like an angel. And his chest constricted. Tighter than before. So tight it felt as if his heart was about to burst.

Because he knew now what he’d been feeling in that church. Knew what all those emotions were pummeling him from every side.

He loved her. Loved every part of her. Loved her so much he hurt. Loved—

“Um,” Zane said from the driver’s seat. “I hate to break up this fun-filled family festival, but we’ve got trouble.”

“What kind of trouble?” Eve asked, leaning forward between the seats to look out the windshield, her head blocking Landon’s view of Olivia.

“The AK-47 kind,” Zane answered.

Whipping around, Landon spotted the truck ahead and the three men standing in the bed, pointing assault rifles over the cab, right at them. “Fuck me.”

“Fuck us is more like it,” Zane said, cranking on the wheel. “Hold on. We’re about to take a little detour.”
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Olivia braced her hand on the door and ducked down in the backseat next to her sister. Could nothing go right? How the heck were these guys tracking them?

The sickeningly familiar click of magazines being snapped into place echoed in the car as Zane whipped the vehicle to the right, then left, and stomped down on the gas.

“I’m almost out,” Landon said from the front seat.

“Take mine.” Eve handed him a big black handgun she’d pulled from somewhere on her body. “I’ve got Olivia.”

Oh God . . . They were going to fire into the city? Hadn’t Landon told her not to do that?

Eve’s arm wrapped around her, and she leaned toward Olivia’s ear. “It’s okay, Liv. We’re almost to the airport.”

The car hit a speed bump and hurled through the air. Zane yelled, “Hold on!”

Olivia’s eyes snapped shut, and she gripped the seat beside her as the wheels slammed against the ground and the entire vehicle jolted. She could hear Eve talking to the pilots on her phone, but she couldn’t make out her sister’s words.

Okay, she’d been wrong. She wasn’t cut out for this kind of stuff. The whole spy-on-the-run thing was so far outside her measly range of normal, she didn’t know what to do. And, dammit, she wanted Landon back here holding her, not her sister. When she was with him, she felt totally safe, even in the middle of car chases and shoot-outs and buildings exploding. Why the heck had he sat in the front?

The car jerked to a jarring stop. Olivia hit the driver’s seat in front of her, then bounced back. Eve pushed her door open and scrambled out. “Come on, Liv. Now is not the time to dawdle. Pick up the pace.”

The door at Olivia’s side popped open before she could scoot across the seat toward her sister. And then Landon was there. His hand closing over Olivia’s, pulling her out of the car, his body warm and solid and real as he tugged her against him, then turned and ushered her toward a plane yards away on the tarmac, the engine already running. “I’ve got you. Come on.”

The fear slid to the wayside. That strength came rushing back. She hurried with him toward the stairs and gripped the handhold as she headed for the open cabin door. Somewhere close, brakes screamed, and voices echoed over the roar of the plane.

“Go, Livy,” he said at her back. “Hustle.”

She stumbled into the plane. Gunshots sounded. She jerked around, afraid he’d been hit again, but he was right at her back, a gun in his hand as he stepped in behind her, followed quickly by Eve and Zane.

Olivia breathed deeply as Zane brought up the stairs and closed the door. Eve rushed toward the cockpit and hollered, “We’re here. Go. Now.”

Landon ushered her toward a seat. They plane was small, posh, with captain’s chairs on one side and a bench seat along the other. She found a seat in the middle and sat. Landon took the window next to her and reached for her seat belt, buckling her in like a child.

Okay, that was a little overkill, but right now, she didn’t care. Her hands were shaking too much from that last run, and she liked having him close. Liked having him take care of her, even if somewhere in the back of her head she knew it wouldn’t last.

Zane and Eve both sat on the bench seat to her right, grappling with their own seat belts. As the plane pulled out onto the runway, Olivia glanced past Landon, out the window, toward the truck racing beside them. Several men stood in the bed, waving their rifles, trying to get the pilots to stop.

Landon’s hand closed over hers on the armrest, and she didn’t think to pull away. She turned her palm over, wrapped her fingers around his, and held on tight as the plane rocketed down the runway.

The force of the liftoff pressed her back into the buttery leather seat, and she closed her eyes, breathing deeper the higher they climbed.

“Well,” Eve said several minutes later, somewhere to Olivia’s right. “That was fun. I need a drink.” The clink of metal echoed as she ripped off her seat belt and pushed to her feet.

Zane chuckled. “I’ll help you, babe.”

The two moved for the back of the small jet, and Olivia opened her eyes and blinked rapidly, but she still didn’t let go of Landon’s hand. Couldn’t.

“You okay?” he asked softly.

Was she? She wasn’t sure. Couldn’t quite process everything just yet. She was thrilled to be out of Sardinia and away from those thugs who’d made their lives a living hell these last few days, but that freedom brought on a new set of worries, ones she thought she’d been prepared for but now realized she wasn’t.

He was leaving. As soon as they got wherever it was they were taking her, Landon planned to disappear. In a matter of hours, he’d be out of her life for good.

“Yeah, I’m . . .” Slowly—because she couldn’t go on touching and relying on him like this, not if he wasn’t sticking around—she pulled her hand from his and swiped her sweaty palm across the thighs of her dirty jeans. “I’m fine.”

“You don’t have to be. You know that, right? It’s okay not to be fine, considering everything we’ve been through.”

Her gaze lifted to his, and she thought back to the tender way he’d held her on the street when she’d started to freak out. To the almost desperate look she’d seen in his eyes when he’d gazed at her in that church. “Are you? Fine?”

A small smile pulled at his lips, and he shrugged. “Part of the job description. I’m always fine. It’s what I do.”

He wasn’t, though. There was something sad and unsure in his eyes. Something that told her whatever he’d been about to tell her in that church was important. And for whatever reason, she knew it was something she needed to hear.

Her pulse picked up speed, and she licked her lips. “Landon, when we were—”

“Here.” Eve pushed a glass into Olivia’s hands. “Drink. I know you need this more than I do.”

Startled, Olivia looked down at the ice and clear liquid and took a careful sniff. Vodka. Yuck. She held the glass out toward her sister. “I’m fine.”

“Drink it,” Eve said, pushing the glass back and sitting on the bench beside her. “You’ll feel better, trust me.”

Olivia wasn’t in the mood to argue. She downed the inch of liquid, grimaced, and then coughed. Zane handed Landon a bottle of water over her head. “Sorry, no beer.”

“That’s fine.” He uncapped the bottle and handed it to Olivia. “Try some of this.”

Olivia mumbled a thank-you, tipped the bottle back, and drank deeply. When she finally came up for air, Zane was handing Landon another water. She swiped her mouth with the back of her hand and looked his way. “You don’t drink?”

“Not the hard stuff.” He uncapped his own bottle and took a long swallow. “Better?”

She nodded and relaxed back into her seat, loving that he always seemed to know what she needed, sometimes even before she did. What was she going to do when he left? Thoughts pinged around in her brain as she looked at his dusty hair, his ripped black shirt, and his dirty pants. God, she was pathetic. She’d just given her sister a diatribe about all the reasons she didn’t need to be coddled, and here she was wanting him to coddle her all over again.

“We should be in Naples in an hour.” Zane sat beside Eve on the couch and rested his arm on the back of the sofa behind her. “Then it’s a twenty-minute drive to the safe house.”

“That’s close,” Olivia said, surprised.

“It is,” Eve answered to her right. “But don’t worry. No one will be able to find us there.” Her gaze skipped past Olivia and landed on Landon. “Which means it’s time you started talking. Who were those people, Miller?”

Landon capped his water bottle and set it in the drink holder to his left. “The Red Brotherhood.”

“Fuck me,” Zane muttered. “You did not piss off the Red Brotherhood.”

Landon glanced toward Olivia and shrugged. “Afraid so.”

Olivia looked from face to face, confusion clouding her mind. Landon had told her all about the scientist the DIA had sent him to kill and the girl he’d let go free, but he hadn’t said a word about the terrorist group other than to mention that he recognized their tattoos. “Who is the Red Brotherhood, and why are you all wigged out by them?”

“They’re only the biggest and most dangerous group operating in all of Europe right now,” Eve told her. “They’ve got ties to al-Qaeda, Hezbollah, and the IRA. But unlike most of the groups they associate with, their goal isn’t the liberation of any religion or the advancement of any fundamentalist principles. No, they’re interested in money, plain and simple. And their tactics for getting what they want often come with a shitload of bloodshed.”

“They’ve been a major factor in the decline of the European economy,” Zane added. “Every time a country starts to have trouble, the Red Brotherhood goes in and causes even more instability in the region with targeted attacks designed to create increased chaos, as was the case in Greece. You heard about several key banks being bombed in Greece over the last year, right?”

Olivia nodded.

“That was the Red Brotherhood.”

“And that cruise liner that was hijacked a few months ago in the Mediterranean,” Eve said. “Eighty-three passengers killed, another two hundred eventually ransomed and rescued? That was the Red Brotherhood too. They’re funded by some influential people throughout Europe who are pulling the economic strings to get Europe exactly where they want it.”

“People like who?” Olivia asked.

Eve shrugged. “No one quite knows. But the theory is they’re a major player in the move toward a new world order.”

Oh shit.

“And they’re expanding,” Landon said at her side, drawing her gaze. “It’s only a matter of time before they start hitting targets at home.”

In the US. Olivia’s stomach felt like it was set on perpetual spin. She much preferred living in the dark and not knowing any of this stuff was happening around her. Landon had mentioned there were people in the shadows, working behind the scenes to keep Americans safe. She was starting to get her first glimpse of what that was all about.

Eve’s gaze shifted from Olivia to Landon, and her eyes narrowed. “If they’re fixated on you, that means you have something they want. Something important. What the hell are you involved in, Miller?”

Landon ran a hand through his dusty hair. “I let the daughter of a mark go free. One who had access to her scientist father’s research. The Red Brotherhood knows, and they want what she’s got.”

“Which is?” Eve asked.

Landon glanced once at Olivia, sighed, and then looked toward Eve and Zane. “Which is some seriously fucked designer biotoxin shit the US government doesn’t want out there. The kind that could be targeted to take out an entire race.”

“Fuck,” Zane muttered.

“Yeah. Pretty much. The Red Brotherhood won’t rest until they find Danica Crossler.” Landon glanced once more at Olivia, and she watched the guilt creep into his eyes. Guilt that hit her hard. “And that means I need to locate her before they do and warn her before it’s too late.”
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The drive from the airstrip in Naples to the safe house took exactly twenty-eight minutes. Landon knew because he counted every single second as he sat in the third row of the Escalade, watching Olivia in the front seat.

Mick Hedley had picked them up at the airport, and the Aussie was currently chatting with Olivia about the Amalfi Coast where Ryder’s private vacation villa was located. For her part, Olivia was making polite small talk as she looked out at the passing scenery—the mountains rising steadily out of the sea, the pastel-colored buildings, the lemon groves, and the winding coastal road—but Landon could tell she was rattled. She’d barely spoken two words to any of them since he’d mentioned the Red Brotherhood on the flight.

He should have waited to discuss the situation with Zane and Eve until after they got to the safe house and Olivia was well out of earshot. After everything she’d been through, he didn’t need to scare her into thinking she wasn’t going to be safe when she went home.

But would she be safe? He rested his elbow on the windowsill and rubbed his aching forehead. The woman did what she wanted, when she wanted, and even if Ryder assigned security to her in the interim, there was no telling if she’d play nice. He couldn’t be a hundred percent certain what she’d do, and that bothered him. But he couldn’t possibly keep her with him, not where he was headed, and he had a strong hunch she wouldn’t want to go even if he asked.

Zane turned in the middle row and hooked his arm over the back of his seat, looking Landon straight in the eye. “What’s going on between you and the sister?”

Shock sent a burst of heat straight down Landon’s spine. His gaze snapped to Eve, who was sitting beside Zane, leaning forward in the second row to talk to Hedley and Olivia at the front of the vehicle. If she heard what Zane had asked, she didn’t show it. “Nothing.”

“Something.”

Landon frowned and looked back at his buddy. “Stay out of it.”

“I will, but she won’t.” He nodded toward Eve. “So you better figure out what the hell you’re gonna say because that one’s gunning for you.”

A whisper of relief rushed through Landon. Not because Eve wanted to kick his ass, but because he knew after he left, someone would be looking out for Olivia. He wanted it to be him, but her domineering older sister wasn’t a bad second.

“We’re just friends,” Landon said. “I didn’t know she was heading to Spain to see me. It was a total surprise. But trust me, after everything that happened, I’m pretty sure the younger Wolfe wants to have nothing to do with me. So Eve can stop stressing. I’ll be out of her sister’s life in a few hours.”

Zane narrowed his eyes. “You sure that’s what you want?”

No, that wasn’t what Landon wanted at all. But it was the only thing he could do. “Wanting shit only gets you in trouble. Pretty sure you know that as well as I do.”

A slow smile spread across Zane’s face. “Yeah. I do. But sometimes life surprises you, and it turns out not to be as bad as you thought.”

The moron was talking about his relationship with Eve. For over a year, Zane had thought she’d turned traitor and wanted nothing more than for her to be caught and punished. Then he’d learned the truth, and their relationship had gone from combative to sultry faster than Landon could blink.

He was happy for the pair—he truly was—but he wasn’t stupid enough to believe in fairy tales. Not for himself, anyway.

“And sometimes it is.” He sighed. “Look, the only thing I want right now is food, a shower, and a place to crash for a few hours before I have to leave. That’s it.”

Zane lifted his brows and shook his head. “Denial, dude. Total fucking denial. I’ve been where you are. It’s a dark and lonely place.”

Landon doubted Zane had ever been where he was. The man’s moral code was way too high. Not a problem Landon had ever experienced.

Hedley pulled the rig off the small two-lane road and stopped in front of a ten-foot wall. Tall trees ran the length of the fence on both sides, blocking the view inside the property and the sea beyond. Hedley shot a shit-eating grin at the security camera, then punched a code into the keypad. Metal groaned, and the giant iron gate slowly opened to reveal a tree-lined paved road that wound across an immaculate terraced lawn toward not just a Mediterranean villa, but a freakin’ mansion.

“Wow,” Olivia muttered from the front seat, sitting up straighter.

Hedley chuckled. “Ryder’s father was this superrich son of a bitch. This is only one of many properties he inherited after the old guy kicked the bucket.”

“It’s gorgeous,” she said.

It was gorgeous. And Landon had seen it a couple of times when he’d done jobs for Aegis overseas. But seeing it through Olivia’s eyes was better. Palm trees waved in the breeze, and numerous flowering vines he couldn’t name covered the grounds, giving the entire place a postcard-worthy quality.

“I’m surprised he doesn’t live here full time,” Olivia said.

“Ryder doesn’t live in any of them,” Hedley told her as he followed the winding drive toward the whitewashed monstrosity. He pulled through the circular drive and stopped in front of the enormous arched doorway flanked by two huge marble pillars.

“Not in any of them?” Olivia asked. “Why not?”

“Don’t know. He’s never said. Aegis has access to all of them, though.” Hedley shoved the vehicle into park. “We’re here, mates.”

The scents of sand and salt met Landon’s senses when he climbed out of the SUV after the others. A gust of warm air rushed across his cheeks, and he drew it in, his muscles tired, his head light. He hadn’t lied to Archer. He wanted nothing more than a shower, food, and sleep—in that order—but first he needed to make sure Olivia was okay.

He inched his way behind the group, but before he could get to her, one side of the giant front door opened and Marley Addison stepped into the sunlight.

Her glasses were pushed up into her golden-blonde hair, and a warm smile split her face when she saw them all. Wearing slim jeans and a fitted blue blouse, she moved quickly down the three steps of the veranda and captured Olivia in a tight hug. “I am really glad to see you.”

“Thanks,” Olivia answered in a tired voice. “I’m glad to be seen.”

Marley eased back and looked from Olivia to Landon at her back, then over the rest of the group. “No problem from Naples?”

“None,” Hedley answered. “Unless you’re talking about that road. Someone needs to bulldoze the thing and put in a freeway.”

“You are such a man.” Eve linked her arm through Olivia’s and tugged her sister up the steps and into the massive house. “People come here to get away from the noise, smart guy, not attract it.”

“I’m just saying.” Hedley flicked Landon a look before climbing the steps behind the girls. “A little twenty-first-century technology in this place wouldn’t be a bad thing. I can barely get cell service out here.”

Archer chuckled and followed Hedley inside.

When they were alone, Marley’s gaze slid to Landon. “Hey, Bull.”

Few people called him that these days. It’d been his nickname when he’d been in the Marines. Mostly because of his size and the fact he’d never been what anyone would consider graceful. But coming from Marley now, with that sad look in her eyes, he knew she’d figured out more in two seconds than the rest of the group had in a couple of hours. “Hey, four-eyes.”

She chuckled and eased up on her toes to hug him. “I’m glad to see you too. Very glad. You had me worried, Miller, and I don’t like to worry.”

Landon didn’t want her worrying either, but a small part of him had to admit he liked the fact she cared. There were very few people in his life who ever had.

Olivia cares. You know she does. Even after all the shit you’ve done to her.

She shouldn’t. God, how could she?

Marley lowered to her heels, and her hand brushed his biceps as she moved. Pain shot up Landon’s arm, and he grimaced. Marley’s gaze snapped to the torn sleeve of his shirt, concern darkening her features. “What happened?”

“Nothing.” He gripped his elbow, squeezing until pain shot to his joint to distract him from the burn in his muscle. “I’m fine.”

“You don’t look fine.” She reached for his shirtsleeve. “Let me see.”

He twisted his arm out of her grasp. Letting her see meant letting her take care of it. And while he could handle the pain he’d been dealing with the whole last day, he knew he didn’t want to subject himself to any kind of “treatment.”

“It’s just a scratch. I’ll be better after a shower and some sleep.”

Marley pinned him with a you are so full of shit look. “Landon.”

“Marley,” he tossed back, mocking her. But when she perched her hands on her hips and gave him one of her I mean business stares, the ones she usually reserved for Ryder, he sighed. “Look. It’s nothing. Seriously. I just scraped—”

“He’s not fine,” a familiar voice said from the direction of the house. “He got shot.”

Marley turned and glanced toward the veranda. Landon’s gaze snapped up. Olivia stood in the open doorway looking as tired and disheveled as he felt. Only the worry in her eyes was stronger than it had been before, and for the first time he wondered if it was because of everything they’d discussed on the flight, or if there was something else bothering her.

“Shot?” Marley’s wide-eyed gaze snapped back to Landon. “You got shot? And you’re acting like it’s nothing? You really are a bigger idiot than I thought.”

“Get him inside, Marley.” Jake Ryder’s voice rang out behind Olivia. Landon had been so focused on her he hadn’t even noticed the man step into the picture.

Marley ushered Landon up the steps, and, frowning, Landon mouthed “Thanks a lot” to Olivia. She didn’t respond. Only folded her arms over her chest and moved out of the way so he could pass, an unreadable expression on her face.

“Nice of you to finally show up,” Ryder said as Landon drew close. “Eve already gave me the short and dirty version when she called from the plane, but you and I need to chat.”

“Yeah, sure thing. Tell Dr. Frankenstein here I’m fine, and we’ll do it now.”

Marley huffed. “He thinks he’s a comedian now. Did you hear that? Must be the loss of blood. Trust me, you’re not funny, Miller. And you’re not getting out of this.”

Landon’s scowl deepened.

A circular marble entry opened to a sunken living room and tall, arching windows that looked out over a stone patio that dropped off to the sparkling blue sea. Like many of the houses built along the Amalfi Coast, Ryder’s mansion was set on a cliff, and Landon knew there were several tiers and levels below that led down to the water. Levels he’d like to hide in now.

“This way, Dennis Miller wannabe,” Marley said, leading him toward a hallway to the right. “We’ll get you nice and comfortable while I fire up my electrical probes.”

Archer barked out a laugh on the arm of the sofa. “I was wrong, Miller. Here comes that lightning strike. Better watch your ass.”

“He needs to do more than that,” Eve mumbled from across the room.

Landon glanced toward Olivia, wanting her to come with him, needing to talk to her. But before he could say anything, Eve tugged Olivia toward the living room. “I bet you’re exhausted. How about a hot shower, clean clothes, and some food.”

“Yeah,” Olivia answered. “That would be good. But I really need—”

“I know exactly what you need, Liv,” Eve said, leading her in the opposite direction, away from Landon.

Olivia glanced back at him as she rounded a corner, a desperate look in her green eyes, one that made Landon’s worry jump another notch.

“Come on, big guy.” Marley motioned Landon her way.

With no other choice, Landon clenched his jaw and turned, telling himself the whole time that Olivia was fine. He’d talk to her as soon as he was done, set things right, then be out of here.

He followed Marley down a hall and into a large room with more arching windows. One glance around told him that this had once been a bedroom suite, but it was now a makeshift emergency room.

“Sit.” Marley pointed to a chair in the middle of the room that looked like something straight out of a dentist’s office. “And shirt off.”

Scowling, Landon did as she said, his legs suddenly feeling like Jell-O. “Love what you’ve done with the decorating.” He unbuttoned his shirt, the pain in his arm registering loudly now that they were away from danger and his body was on the downhill slide of an adrenaline surge. “You know, I’ll be totally fine with a new bandage, a nap, and a shower.”

“Nice try. Lie back.” She moved into the open bathroom. Water ran as she washed her hands. Ryder appeared in the doorway with a tray of instruments, bandages, and supplies.

“Oh goodie,” Landon mumbled, looking Ryder’s way. “It’s Florence Nightingale.”

Ryder set the tray on a table to his right. “Pussy.”

“Asshole.” Landon leaned back in the chair and stretched out his legs. “Where’s Olivia?” he asked, trying to take his mind off what was about to happen.

“Being mothered by Wolfe,” Ryder answered, shoving his hands into the pockets of his expensive slacks. “Trust me, you’re better off. I’d rather deal with a group of jihad terrorists than that woman when she’s in a mood.”

Landon huffed. Olivia hated it when he coddled her. He could only imagine how she was dealing with her overbearing older sister right this very second.

Marley came out of the adjoining bathroom, a serious expression on her face. She’d ditched the blue blouse and was now wearing just a ribbed white cotton tank. “Jake, hand me that alcohol.”

Ryder gave Marley a gauze pad and a bottle of rubbing alcohol. As she sat on a swivel stool and scooted close to Landon’s arm, Ryder held out a bottle of Bacardi 151. “Toss this back. It’ll help.”

Landon eyed the bottle as if it had three sets of eyes and shook his head. “You know I don’t touch the hard stuff.”

Marley lowered the glasses to her nose and leaned close to get a good look at his wound. When she rubbed a damp, alcohol-soaked pad over his arm to clear away the dried blood, Landon grimaced.

“In a minute you’re gonna want it to deaden your senses. Trust me, she’s no Florence Nightingale.”

Marley glared up at Ryder, then looked back at Landon’s arm and sighed. “Unfortunately, he’s right. The bullet is still in there. I’m not set up for this. We could take you to a hospital—”

“No hospitals.” Landon knew the minute he stepped into an Italian emergency room, the Red Brotherhood would find him. And he didn’t want to do anything to draw attention back to Olivia. “They’ll be watching for that.”

“He’s right,” Jake said.

Marley set the gauze and rubbing alcohol on the table at her side and reached for a small bottle of pills. “Then I’m going to need you to get Archer in here to help hold him down.”

Fuck. They were doing this without anesthesia. This wasn’t going to be anything like Olivia’s gentle wrap job.

Landon popped the pills Marley handed him without even asking what they were and reached for the 151 from Ryder before the man could get a step away. “Gimme that shit.”

Ryder grinned. “Party on, Garth.”

“Fuck you, Wayne.”

Ryder chuckled as he disappeared out the door. In his wake, Landon drank deeply while Marley moved around the room gathering everything she’d need. A burn rushed through Landon’s esophagus and settled hard in his gut, but it did little to calm his nerves.

Marley sat back on the stool beside him and watched as he took another long guzzle. “We need to give the Xanax a few minutes to work.”

Yeah, no shit. He swallowed hard and lowered the bottle, not wanting to think about that too much. “So I suppose I have you to thank for sending in the cavalry.”

“Just doing my job”

No, she hadn’t been. She’d gone above and beyond her job, like always. “How’d you know?”

“You didn’t make your flight.”

“And Olivia?”

She shrugged one graceful shoulder in the thin cotton tank. “A hunch.”

A good one. He shook his head, amazed as always. “You and your hunches.”

“Rarely wrong,” she said with a lift of her brow and a victorious grin.

“I know. Drives Ryder nuts.”

“The only joy in my day.” She sighed. “Anyway . . . When I found out Olivia had taken a leave from her teaching job, I called your hotel. Another hunch. And when she didn’t respond to her cell and you missed your flight without notice—which is extremely unlike you—I knew something had to be amiss.”

He found it a little disturbing that Marley hadn’t assumed he’d whisked Olivia off for a secret romantic holiday. But then, Marley knew him better than most. And this time he was thankful. “Is it too much to hope you didn’t alert my CO at the DIA that I was running all over Sardinia with a terrorist cell on my tail?”

“No one contacted the DIA. As far as they’re concerned, you’re still on track to show next week for work.”

Relief rushed through him. Followed by a shot of dread when Landon thought about reporting back to the DIA.

“How did Wolfe know we were in Sardinia?” he asked, pushing that thought aside. “Olivia said Eve and Zane were already on their way when she got to a phone.”

“Oh, well. That wasn’t me. That was Eve. She slipped a GPS device into Olivia’s purse.”

Landon chuckled. Okay, yeah, Eve was officially worse than him. He looked down at the label on the bottle in his hands and picked at the right corner with his thumbnail.

“Things seem a little tense between you and Olivia,” Marley said after several seconds of silence. “Anything you want to talk about?”

Landon’s hand hesitated against the bottle. He’d already spilled more to Archer in the car than he should have ever said. He didn’t want to get into it with Marley. “She’s fine. And she’ll be better when she gets the hell out of here. Aegis is going to need to set up security for her back home for a while. I’ll foot the bill.”

“Oh, please. Like Jake will let you. Olivia’s family. Don’t worry about that.”

Warmth slid through Landon’s chest. Just knowing someone would be looking out for Olivia when he was gone eased his stress, if only a touch.

Marley folded her arms over her chest. “Okay, start talking. Eve mentioned the Red Brotherhood when she called from the jet.”

Confessing how he’d screwed up that op over a year ago was way easier than spilling what had happened between him and Olivia. When he was done telling Marley everything he’d told Olivia the other night, Marley sighed. “And is it fair of me to assume you know exactly where this Danica Crossler is hiding?”

“Yes. It’s fair.”

She was quiet for a second, then said, “What are you going to do when you get to her?”

“Get her somewhere safe. She’s not careful. Not like she should be. It’s a wonder no one’s found her yet the way she lives. I owe her that much.” The same way he owed Olivia.

No, he realized. Not the same way. His need to keep Olivia safe had nothing to do with guilt and everything to do with the way she made him feel.

“And then?” Marley asked.

The question knocked him back from a slew of emotions he wasn’t sure he wanted to face right now. Especially not on several shots of 151 and Xanax.

But there was always a “then.” Landon blew out a long breath, appreciating the fact Marley understood that. “Then I need to figure out how the Red Brotherhood knows she isn’t dead.”

“You think someone with the DIA told them?”

“It’s possible.” He considered for a moment. “If someone on the inside is compromised. But here’s the kicker: I’m the only one who knew she was still alive. And I sure as shit didn’t tell anyone before I went out on leave.”

“Which means,” Marley said slowly, “someone must have seen the two of you together after the fact.”

“Yeah. Or someone else was there the day her parents died, and I just didn’t know.”

Ryder stepped back into the room with a somber Archer at his side before Marley could answer. “He looks a little more relaxed. The Xanax must be working.”

Marley glanced over her shoulder, her expression shifting from easy to tense in a split second—something Landon found incredibly interesting in his increasingly foggy head. Did she always tense up like that when Ryder was around, or was he seeing things?

“That or the alcohol,” Marley answered. “But I’m still going to need your help.”

She pushed to her feet, and Landon stiffened all over again when he realized it was showtime.

“So this is how things are going to play out,” Marley said as the men moved close, taking charge of the situation like she did everything else. “One of you will need to hold his upper body still, the other his legs. I don’t need him freaking out and nailing me in the side of the head when I’m digging for the bullet.”

Digging? Fuuuuck.

“I’m not gonna freak out,” Landon interrupted.

Marley huffed. “You can barely handle a blood draw, Bull. I had to drag your ass to your last physical for Aegis, remember? It wasn’t pretty.”

She was right. It hadn’t been pretty at all. Landon scowled and took another deep drink. In the heat of the moment, when bullets were flying and his adrenaline was pumping, he could handle any kind of pain—barely felt it, in fact—but in a clinical setting like this, even something as small as a needle set him on edge.

He was suddenly glad Olivia was nowhere close so she couldn’t hear him scream like a little girl.

He knocked back another long pull, clutched the neck of the bottle with his hand, and held the cool glass to his chest like a safety blanket.

Marley lifted a shiny silver scalpel from the table—one Landon wished like hell he hadn’t seen. Ryder moved behind him and wrapped an arm around his chest, his muscles flexing hard as he held Landon tight to the chair. Archer pinned his legs.

“Ready?” Marley asked when they both had a good grip, looking each of them in the eye in turn.

Fuck no. Landon would never be ready for this shit.

Ryder and Archer both nodded. Drawing a deep breath, Marley leaned close.

And as a searing pain ripped through Landon’s biceps, he squeezed his eyes tight and imagined the only person who seemed to keep him grounded these days. The only one who ever had.

He thought of Olivia.
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“So I don’t know what to tell him. Every time he brings it up, I change the subject.”

Olivia tugged down the black T-shirt Eve had brought her and smoothed it over the clean jeans she’d already pulled on. After showing her to one of the many guest rooms in Ryder’s giant house, Eve had left Olivia to shower and change, but she hadn’t gone far. She was currently perched on the end of the bed just beyond the bathroom door, rambling on about . . .

Dang. Olivia couldn’t even remember now.

“Why?” she called, figuring that was a safe question. As Eve started babbling again, Olivia spritzed body spray all over, then ran her fingers through her freshly dried hair. A frown pulled at her lips as she took in her reflection.

Her eyes looked tired, sunken-in, totally worn down even with the tiny bit of mascara she’d slapped on. The familiar scent Eve had brought her made her feel more normal, but the frayed ends of her hair weren’t helping matters. She should have gotten a quick trim before she’d flown all the way to Spain, but the minute she’d heard that Landon’s assignment was almost over, she’d jumped on that plane, afraid she might miss him if she waited.

“So . . . if you’re not thinking I’m a simple fool, then what are you thinking?”

Her words in that church, when they’d been waiting for Eve and Zane, echoed back to her. Followed by Landon’s answer.

“I’m thinking I’m so screwed it’s not even funny. Because I’m—”

He hadn’t gotten to finish that sentence. Because he what?

Heat rippled through her veins, just like it had when she’d been waiting for more. The way he’d looked at her then. The way he’d looked at her as Marley had been pulling him away to work on his injury only an hour ago. They were the same. And the memory of both burned her cheeks because she sensed whatever he’d been about to say was something she needed to hear.

“Did you fall in, Olivia?”

Eve’s voice startled Olivia, and she gave herself a mental slap and then smoothed her hands over her hair. “No. I was just”—fantasizing, stressing, going out of my freakin’ mind—“thinking.”

She pushed the bathroom door open and worked up a half smile she didn’t feel—for Eve’s sake. “Sorry. What were you saying?”

Eve frowned and tucked a dark lock of hair behind her ear. “I was saying . . . I’m not sure what to tell him.”

“Tell who?”

“Archer.”

Right. Pull your head out and focus, Olivia.

Eve was working hard to keep the conversation normal and not talk too much about Olivia’s most recent “ordeal,” but Olivia really didn’t have any interest in chitchatting right now. She wanted to find Landon. “About what?”

Eve rolled her eyes. “Oh my God, you really weren’t paying attention. About”—Eve waved her hands—“forever. About getting . . .” She swallowed hard. “Married.”

“Oh.” Olivia’s eyes flew wide when the words registered. “Oh!” She rushed over to sit next to her sister on the end of the bed. “He proposed?”

“No.” Horror flashed across Eve’s features, and panic choked her voice. “No, thank God. Not yet, anyway. But he’s definitely feeling me out about it.”

Olivia’s brain still wasn’t working right after everything she’d been through, but slowly, understanding dawned. “And I take it you’re not wild about that idea.”

Eve pushed to her feet and paced to the window. “I just don’t know. I mean, marriage is so . . . forever.”

“Well, that’s kind of the point, isn’t it?” Olivia turned to look at her sister and knew her voice was harsher than it should be, but she couldn’t seem to keep the animosity at bay. Eve’s biggest problem was that the man of her dreams—the one who’d risked his life for her, multiple times, the one who clearly worshipped the ground she walked on—wanted to spend the rest of his life making her happy, and that wasn’t good enough for her?

Anger simmered through Olivia’s veins. She wanted that problem over the hundreds of other issues bearing down on her. She wanted any problem that dealt with real life and not the hell she’d been living these last few days.

“I don’t expect you to understand,” Eve said, crossing her arms over her chest as she looked out at the view.

No, of course she wouldn’t. Because in Eve’s eyes, Olivia was still the simple schoolteacher who’d never done anything important with her life. She pushed to her feet. “I don’t have to be a superspy like you to understand you’re being selfish.”

Eve’s head whipped Olivia’s way. “What?”

A tiny voice warned Olivia to back off, that this didn’t concern her, but she couldn’t seem to stop herself. Something was building in her—something she didn’t understand but which was changing her in fundamental ways. “You’ve got a man—no, an incredible man—who loves you. A man who loved you even when he thought you were a traitor. A man who was ready to give up not only his career but his life for you even before he had proof you were innocent. And your biggest concern is how long marriage is supposed to last? There’s something seriously wrong with that line of thinking.”

Eve sighed. “Olivia—”

“No, don’t ‘Olivia’ me. Yes, marriage is supposed to be forever, and yeah, maybe we didn’t get to see that because Mom died, but that doesn’t mean it doesn’t last. If you’re scared you’re gonna screw it up, then admit you’re scared. But don’t hide behind this bullshit excuse that forever is too damn long. Because it’s not. I’d love to have that problem staring me in the face. I’d love, for once, to know what it feels like to have someone love me enough to want to spend forever with me. It’s a blessing, not a burden, Eve. Maybe instead of thinking about all the things that could go wrong if you gave in to what we both know you really want, you should try thinking about all the things that will go right when you finally open your eyes to what’s in front of you.”

Eve stared at her sister, her expression filled with surprise and disbelief. “I . . . I didn’t mean to . . . I wasn’t trying to . . . trivialize any of what you’ve gone through. I’m just . . .” She sucked in a deep breath and blew it out. “I am scared. I always screw things up. And I just . . . I don’t want to do that with Zane.”

“So don’t.”

Eve’s gaze skipped over Olivia’s face, and Olivia knew what her sister was thinking. Easier said than done. But it wasn’t. Not in this case, at least. If you loved someone, you went for it. You didn’t let fear hold you back.

So what’s holding you back?

Olivia only just barely swallowed the pathetic huff as the thought circled in her brain. The situation with Landon was way different. First of all, he wasn’t in love with her, and secondly . . .

Gah. She rubbed a hand over her brow. She could come up with a million “seconds.” His job, the woman she’d found in his hotel room, the terrorists he’d pissed off, the mystery woman he clearly had some kind of relationship with. She knew she could go on, but her head hurt too much to keep thinking.

“Liv.” Eve moved away from the window, closer to Olivia standing at the end of the bed. “I know it’s not the time, but can I ask you something?”

Startled out of yet another tornado of thought, Olivia looked toward her sister. “Ask me what?”

Eve’s brow dropped. “What were you thinking? Spain?”

The animosity that had started to slip away came raging back, and Olivia’s spine stiffened. “What bothers you more, Eve? That I left my job and flew all the way to Europe? Or that I did it to see Landon?”

“Both. Because neither is like you.”

“Well, maybe they should be.”

“Look, I know you like Miller, but he’s—”

Oh great, here comes the judgment. “Landon is what?”

Eve sighed, her expression one of simplicity, as if she were talking to a child rather than a full-grown adult. “Miller is not what you think.”

Olivia was sick of this. Sick of being babied. Eve had been doing it her whole life, and it had only gotten worse since Seattle. “I know exactly what Landon is.”

“No, you don’t,” Eve said in that sickeningly sweet voice, the one she used when she thought Olivia was getting worked up. “If you knew who he used to work for, you’d—”

“I know he worked for the DIA,” Olivia snapped. “I know what he did for them. And I know he still works for them. Which I bet is news to you, isn’t it?”

Eve’s mouth snapped closed, and her eyes widened, just a touch, confirming . . . yep. Eve had no idea.

“But I also know his heart’s not in it,” Olivia went on, unable to stop. “And though, yeah, it kinda freaks me out to think of some of the things he’s done, I can’t condemn him for it either. Because if I do, I’ll have to condemn you too. You told me once you’d done things with the CIA you’re not proud of. Things you thought you were doing for the good of the whole. That’s no different from him.”

“Liv.” Eve swallowed and gently reached for her sister’s hand. “You’re right. And I’m not saying he’s a bad person. He’s not. I told you before there’s no one I’d trust more with my life than Miller. But he’s . . .”

Her gaze skipped around the room, and Olivia knew her sister was afraid to finish the sentence. But dammit, Olivia was so sick and tired of being coddled. “He’s what, Eve? Just spit it out.”

Eve’s dark gaze settled back on Olivia, only instead of shock and pity, this time Olivia saw truth. A sad truth she suddenly wasn’t sure she wanted to hear.

“He’s broken, Liv. There’s no other way to say it. Guys like Miller . . . They aren’t whole. Whatever emotion he once had, the DIA trained out of him so he could focus on the job he has to do. Jobs that are dark, ugly, dirty ones none of us would even consider. They can’t afford for guys like him to be worrying about right and wrong and someone else’s feelings when they’re in a life or death situation. When the safety of thousands rests on their shoulders.”

She squeezed Olivia’s hands. “Look, I like Landon. Deep down I know he’s a good guy, and I don’t doubt that he cares for you in some way, but I guarantee he doesn’t know what to do with it. And honestly, I’d be afraid if he did. You’re not part of his real world, Olivia. Not if he’s really still with the DIA. You’re a distraction. And even if he were free to do what he wanted, he’s not the kind of guy a girl can have a happily ever after with. It’s not a part of who he is anymore.”

Olivia’s throat grew thick. Eve had just confirmed every one of her fears, but she still didn’t want to believe it. “Y-you don’t know that for sure.”

“I do.” Eve’s eyes darkened. “I’ve worked with guys like this. It’s not what the DIA does to them, it’s who they are. They recruit certain backgrounds. People who come from broken homes and who already have vague morality lines. It’s not just training you’re fighting against here. It’s his entire human makeup. You can’t change a person’s past, Liv. You can’t change who he fundamentally is inside, no matter how much you want to. I know you’ve worked up this fantasy in your head about him because he saved your life in Seattle, but that’s not real. He’s not real. The last few days have to have shown you that.”

Olivia’s mind skipped back over those days. To the way Landon had kissed her when she’d shown up at his hotel in Barcelona. To the anger and fear radiating off him when she’d come back for him at that compound instead of escaping like he’d told her to do. To the look in his eyes when he’d been watching her in that church.

No. Eve was wrong. Yes, he might be broken, but then . . . wasn’t she? She had to believe that someone as screwed up as Landon still had a chance to be happy. Because if he didn’t, then that meant she was doomed as well.

She swallowed hard and slowly pulled her hand from her sister’s grip. “The last few days showed me I’m not who you all think I am.”

“Olivia—”

“No.” She stepped back. “I understand your concern, Eve, but this isn’t about you. And it’s not about my relationship with Landon. It’s about me. And while I appreciate your coming all the way out here to find me, what I choose to do and with whom I choose to do it is none of your business. Not anymore. If you want to be a part of my life, then you’re just going to have to deal with that reality.”

She moved for the door, but Eve’s hand on her arm stopped her. “Wait. Where are you going?”

“For a walk. I need some space right now.”

“Liv,” Eve said softly. “I’m sorry. I’m not trying to upset you. I’m just—”

Olivia faced her sister, her frustration easing just a touch. “You’re worried. I get that. But I’m not a child. I’m your sister. I’m gonna make mistakes. I’m gonna get my heart broken. But that’s part of life, and you can’t protect me from it. You and Landon, you both think I’m some fragile flower that can’t even stand a slight breeze, but I can. And I’m done sitting back listening to what you both think is best for me. I’m old enough to make my own decisions.”

Eve closed her eyes tightly, then opened them. “I know. I’m just . . . I have a lot to make up for, Olivia. A lot of years when I should have been there for you and wasn’t.”

“I don’t want your guilt. I want your support.”

“You have it.”

A lump formed in Olivia’s throat. She knew Eve meant what she said. But she also knew her sister wasn’t the kind of person to sit back and keep her mouth shut. She’d still interfere, she’d still try to tell Olivia what to do, but at least now, maybe, she knew Olivia wasn’t going to listen. “I’m going for that walk now.”

“Stay on the—”

Olivia frowned, and Eve’s mouth snapped shut. “On the grounds. Yeah. I will. I’m not stupid.”

“I know you’re not,” Eve said softly. “I didn’t mean to imply you were.”

The absurdity of the situation hit Olivia. Considering all the other things happening in her life, this little argument should be the least of her worries. But part of her was glad they’d gotten it out in the open. It had been a long time coming.

“You might be, though,” Olivia said, “if you let Zane get away. Marry him, Eve. You know you want to.”

Eve frowned and stepped back from the door. “I don’t know. Maybe. I’ll think about it.”

Classic Eve. No one ever told her what to do. She lived her life the way she wanted. In that respect, Olivia vowed to be more like her. “I’ll find you later.”

Olivia moved out into the hallway and headed down the stairs to the first level. She hadn’t lied. She did need to walk to clear her head. But as soon as her feet hit the ground level, she thought of Landon. She needed to talk to him too.

A door at the far end of the hall opened and closed, and Marley moved out into the corridor. Olivia’s pulse jumped, and she headed in that direction without a second thought.

“Hey,” Marley said when Olivia drew close. “You look better.”

Olivia skimmed a hand over her hair. She didn’t feel better. Not yet, anyway. “Thanks.” She tucked her hands into the front pocket of her new jeans. “How is he?”

Marley glanced toward the closed door and wrinkled her nose. “Not very happy with me at the moment, but the alcohol and drugs have kicked in, so at least he’s not swearing anymore. Hopefully by tomorrow he won’t remember most of it. Nice first aid job there, by the way.”

“Thanks. Where did you learn to do all that medical stuff? I thought you were just a secretary.”

Marley shot her a look as she opened a door across the hall to a storage room and set a tray with wet medical instruments on the shelf. “Jake would like everyone to think I’m nothing more than his secretary.”

“Sorry.” Olivia cringed. “That came out wrong.” She hated when people called her just a teacher. “I meant—”

“I know what you meant. No worries. As to your question, I learned all that from my father. He runs a security company called Omega Intel. When I was a kid, he used to drag me all over the globe, wherever he had guys stationed. I had to quickly learn how to pull my own weight, and since several of his men were always getting into scrapes, that included learning how to tie a few sutures. I’m what you’d call a jack of all trades, a master of none.”

Olivia watched as Marley reached for a towel from a shelf to her right and dried her hands. “I’ve heard of Omega Intel. They’re big. Black ops defense contract stuff. I had no idea that was your father. Why do you work at Aegis instead of for him?”

Marley shrugged. “Family issues. I worked for him for a few years after college.” She wrinkled her nose. “Didn’t work out. I needed to get away.”

Olivia could definitely understand that kind of need.

“Why the curiosity?” Marley tipped her head. “Considering a career change?”

Olivia hadn’t been. Not until this moment. Then again, she hadn’t thought much about what she’d do when she left here, but maybe it was time she started. “I don’t know. Maybe. I’ve been a teacher so long, I don’t know what else I could do.”

Marley tossed the rag into a basket near the door. “My father used to always complain that he could rely on the toughest Navy SEAL in the field, but put him in a training session with new recruits and he’d crash and burn like an F16 with engine trouble.”

Olivia chuckled. She knew that was true. Not everyone could teach. Contrary to what her own father had thought, it took a certain personality to get up in front of a group and not only hold their interest, but actually make them learn.

Marley crossed her arms and narrowed her eyes. “You know, my father’s always looking for new trainers.”

“I don’t know anything about security or black ops work.”

“You wouldn’t have to. He needs trainers for computer programs, foreign languages, even undercover ops. Hey, you teach drama, right?”

“Yeah.” Or she did.

“He’s always looking for someone to train his operatives how to slip into a role while they’re working undercover. If I called him, I bet he’d jump at the chance to hire you.”

Olivia’s head was suddenly spinning. “I . . .”

Marley smiled. “I’m overwhelming you, aren’t I? I have a tendency to do that. I’ll back off. But seriously. Think about it.”

She stepped past Olivia and moved back into the hall.

“Hey, Marley?”

“Yeah?” Marley turned to look over her shoulder.

Olivia moved to stand outside Landon’s door once more. “Why your father’s company? Why not Aegis?”

“Oh. Well.” Marley glanced down the empty hall, then looked back at Olivia. “Aegis is great, and I’m sure you’d enjoy working for Ryder—wait, let me rephrase. I’m sure you’d enjoy working with his crew. I just think you’d be a better fit with Omega.”

Olivia wasn’t sure what Marley meant about Jake Ryder, but she did catch the cautiousness in Marley’s words. “Because of Landon?”

“No, not because of Landon,” she said softly. “Because of Eve.”

“Oh.”

“Look, I like your sister and all, but she can be . . . How can I put this?”

“Obnoxious?” Olivia said without thinking.

Marley smiled. “I was going to say overprotective. And I get the impression that doesn’t always sit well with you.”

It didn’t. Marley was extremely observant. Something else Olivia liked about the woman.

“I know what it’s like to be smothered by family. Eve means well, and she’s just looking out for you, which is a good thing, but in a work environment—especially ours—that could get stifling. If you’re thinking about a new career for a new start, then it makes sense to do it someplace totally different. Without overbearing family members watching your every move. Whether that’s in the security field or not.”

Yeah, Olivia totally agreed. And Marley had given her a lot to think about. But not yet.

She looked toward the door, her mind immediately shifting to Landon. Nerves danced through Olivia’s stomach all over again. “Can I, um, see him?”

“Sure. Just remember he’s kind of out of it and might not know what he’s saying.” She reached for the door handle. “On second thought. That might not be a bad thing. His filter’s gone. You could ask him anything right now and he’d probably answer.”

Olivia’s pulse ticked up. “Anything?”

“Anything. That’s why he doesn’t usually drink the hard stuff.” She turned the handle, then paused and glanced back, a dark look passing over her blue eyes. “Olivia, you do know Landon’s employment at Aegis was only temporary, right?”

“Yeah, he mentioned that. I don’t know why, though.”

Marley sighed. “Everything that happened with Danica Crossler sort of messed him up. He’s been on mental health leave from the DIA for the last year. He and Jake crossed paths a time or two during their years in the military, and when Jake heard Landon had gone out on leave, he went to see how he was doing. Didn’t take him long to recognize that Landon needed something to keep himself busy in the meantime, so he talked Landon into working for Aegis, on the sly, of course, which is how you met him in Seattle. The DIA doesn’t know what he’s been doing for us—they wouldn’t have allowed it if they did—but Jake has a way of getting around those kind of things. Unfortunately for us, the DIA recently cleared Landon to return to duty. That Aegis assignment in Barcelona was his last one for us. He’s due back at the DIA next week.”

Olivia’s chest tightened. Next week seemed so soon. She wasn’t sure she was ready for that.

Marley pushed the door open and held it so Olivia could pass. “I just thought you should know, so you can be prepared. Think about what I said regarding Omega. If you want me to make a call, I will.”

The door closed softly at Olivia’s back, and alone, with her emotions strung all over the map, she glanced across the room.

Tall windows looked out at the darkening sky and an endless view of the Mediterranean Sea. A door opened to her right that looked as if it led to a full bathroom. A few seascape pictures hung on the walls. But it was the man in the middle of the room, kicked back on a reclining chair, who drew her attention. The one who was naked from the waist up, his tanned skin and muscular chest catching the fading light, a white bandage wrapped around his left arm, and a silly smile across his bruised and handsome face.

“Hey,” he slurred. “I know you.”

“Hey.” She moved cautiously into the room, those nerves growing stronger. Now that she was here, she wasn’t sure what to say. What to do, for that matter. Even though it had only been an hour or so since she’d last seen him, she felt as if everything had changed.

No, she felt as if she’d changed.

He held out his right hand, and she moved toward him, sliding her fingers over his, feeling the warmth of his skin against her own. “Sit with me?”

Her gaze flicked to the side, and she noticed the swivel stool. Catching it with the toe of her sneaker, she dragged it close and sat. But he tugged on her arm, drawing her even closer, until her side brushed against his and the heat of his body swirled around her.

“Better.” He laid her hand on his bare chest, and beneath her fingers she felt the strong, steady beat of his heart, reminding her that he was okay, they were okay, and that he’d done exactly what he’d said he would do. He’d gotten her to safety.

His eyes slid closed, and he smoothed his hand down her arm, sending tingles all across her flesh. “Much better.”

Olivia wasn’t so sure. There was so much she needed to ask. So many things she wanted him to explain.

He trailed his fingers up her arm again and then back down. Those tingles intensified, igniting a resounding heat in her belly. “You smell good,” he mumbled, still not opening his eyes. “Like lilacs. Love that scent. Always makes me think of you.”

She hadn’t known that. They’d only spent two days together before she’d come to Spain to see him. How could he have possibly remembered what perfume she wore?

Stop thinking with your emotions. Start thinking with your head. You came down here to get answers. Get them.

“Landon.” She swallowed hard, wanting to pull her hand away so his touch wasn’t distracting her, but he didn’t seem to want to let her go, and part of her didn’t want to let go of him either. “When we were in the church, you were about to tell me something, but you didn’t get to finish because Eve and Zane arrived. What were you going to tell me?”

His brow wrinkled, and his fingers paused their gentle strokes along the back of her arm. A slow smile spread across his lips. “Can’t tell you.”

What? No, she wasn’t putting up with that. Not anymore. “Why not?”

She wasn’t sure why she so desperately needed to hear what he’d been about to say, but she did. For whatever reason, that mystery seemed to be the glue that was now holding her together.

His fingers slid down her hand again, and he tipped his head her direction where it rested against the chair, but he still didn’t open his eyes. “Because you don’t tell the girl you’re in love with that you love her, especially when she has every reason to hate your guts.”

Everything inside Olivia went still. “You . . . love me?”

“Sh.” His smile widened. “Don’t tell anyone.”

Her heart felt like it completely stopped. Followed by a slow, prickly heat that spread through every inch of her skin.

He loved her? No. He didn’t. He couldn’t. Eve had said guys like him didn’t know how to love.

“I . . . You . . .” Her voice grew thick, raspy, not her own. She swallowed hard, trying to get her brain to work. “But you had that girl in your room when I went to see you in Barcelona.”

His smile faded, and his brow dropped low, forming soft creases between his closed eyelids. “She didn’t turn out to be what I thought.”

Well, no kidding. She’d been a freakin’ psycho. That didn’t change the fact he’d taken another woman up to his room when he’d supposedly had feelings for her.

She pulled her hand from his chest, not wanting to touch him right now, her frustration growing to new heights. “What were you expecting? For monkeys to fly out of her butt?”

His eyes slowly opened, and he blinked several times, but she couldn’t tell if he was really seeing her because they were completely glazed over. A little voice screamed this wasn’t the time to be having this conversation, but—

He loved her? Bull. If you loved someone, you didn’t hide from it, and you sure as hell didn’t try to fuck someone else.

“I was trying to forget about you,” he whispered. “Stupid plan.” He closed his eyes again and turned his face toward the ceiling. “Won’t ever be able to forget you. No matter where I go, you’re always gonna be right here.”

He laid his hand over his heart, right where Olivia’s fingers had just been. And as she stared at him, trying to figure out what to say—what to do, for that matter—Eve’s voice echoed in her head.

“He’s broken, Liv. I don’t doubt that he cares for you in some way, but I guarantee he doesn’t know what to do with it.”

Her heart stuttered, then slowly picked up speed. He didn’t just care for her, he loved her. And though he’d made mistakes—big ones—that didn’t mean he was broken either, as her sister wanted her to believe. It just meant . . . he was a guy. A stupid guy, sure. A brainless, idiotic guy, you bet. But then a lot of guys did really moronic things when they were in love, especially when they didn’t think there was any chance it could work out.

And why would he think they had a chance in hell to make it work? He was due back to the DIA next week. He’d thought she was in Idaho at the time. She knew how guys thought. They hadn’t even kissed by that point, and they were by no means a couple. If he’d been feeling lonely and depressed, why wouldn’t he pick up some random woman?

Could she really hold that against him, especially now, when he was telling her the reason he’d done it was so he could try to get over her?

Don’t be stupid, Olivia. 

She wasn’t trying to be. She didn’t want to be. But . . . He hadn’t really slept with that woman, and . . . He loved her.

Her whole body warmed and tightened, and all those fantasies she’d tried to squash came bursting back to life.

He loves . . . me.

Happiness pushed her forward, and she laid her hand over his, lying against his chest, wanting to touch him, to kiss him, to be close to him as they’d been the other night. But he didn’t close his fingers around hers as he’d done before.

“Once you get back to your real life,” he mumbled, tipping his head away from her as he drew in a deep breath, his words growing softer, “it won’t matter anymore.”

He seemed to be drifting off to sleep. Disappointment echoed through her, but she figured she could wait and talk to him when he awoke. Then his words—and meaning—finally registered, and everything inside her went cold.

“No matter where I go . . .”

I not we. He was still leaving. Not next week when he had to report back to the DIA, but tomorrow, today, whenever he came out of this alcohol-induced haze. He’d told her back in that barn after they’d made love that he’d be out of her life soon, and now she knew what he’d meant. Nothing had changed for him. It didn’t matter that he loved her. It didn’t matter what they’d been through together. He was making all the decisions—like always—and he wasn’t taking her feelings into consideration at all.

Anger welled inside Olivia. Anger and a newfound strength that came out of nowhere and gave her purpose.

She let go of his hand and leaned back, her mind a whir of the past few days, the last few months, and a future she couldn’t quite see. It was time to stand up for herself. Time to stop being everyone’s burden. All the awful things she’d been through—every single one—had been leading her to this point. Not to a man who might be the love of her life as she’d hoped, but to finally taking charge of her future instead of being a passive character in an endless tragedy.

Her heart pinched as she looked down at Landon. She wasn’t going to try to stop him from leaving. She wasn’t going to be that girl who begged and made a scene. But she would miss him. And though she’d probably have a good long cry about this at some point, it wasn’t going to be today. Today she was starting over.

And doing it her way.
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Fresh from a shower, Landon grimaced as he shrugged into the gray T-shirt Marley had left for him on the bathroom counter and buttoned his jeans. His bandaged arm hurt like a bitch, but it was a thousand times better than earlier when the woman had sliced him open with that scalpel and started digging around in his muscle.

He wasn’t sure how long he’d slept, but he’d been thankful when he’d awoken to find that little bit of horror finished. It was dark outside now, the house quiet. And though he knew he needed more sleep, he couldn’t stop his mind from drifting to Olivia. To whether or not she was somewhere in this big house or if Eve had already taken her home.

A quick burst of panic tightened his chest. He wanted her gone. Wanted her safe. But he needed to see for himself that he hadn’t fucked things up so badly for her this time that she wouldn’t recover. And he’d had the strangest dream about her. That she’d been sitting with him, tickling his chest hair. That she’d been touching him with those silky fingers when she shouldn’t want to be anywhere near him.

Nerves strung tight, he swiped the steam from the mirror and stared at his blurry reflection. His face was black and blue around one eye, a few small scrapes marred his skin, and he had at least two days’ worth of dark stubble that desperately needed to see the sharp side of a razor. Definitely not his best look. Definitely a face that was going to remind her of her hell. If she was even still around.

Screw it. He turned out of the bathroom and moved into the hall. Walking through the main level, he checked rooms—the living room, the den, the industrial-size kitchen, the dining room—only they were all as empty and silent as the rest of the house.

A clock in the kitchen told him it was well after eleven p.m. For a moment he considered checking rooms upstairs, but then he thought better of it. If she was still here, she was probably asleep, and he’d already messed things up enough for her. The least he could do was give her a few hours of peace before he reminded her of this nightmare and gave her yet another reason to hate him.

Leave now. Get the hell out. You’ve got no reason to stay.

He didn’t. That was true. But for some reason his body didn’t want to obey his mind’s orders.

Drawing a deep breath of balmy evening air, he moved out onto the back veranda that overlooked the water shimmering under the moonlight. Ryder’s house was built into the cliff, and it curved along the rocks as if building and stone were made for each other. Tiny lights like sparkling diamonds dotted the pathways that led down to the sea, giving the entire area a fairy-tale quality, and the palms around him rustled gently in the breeze.

On any other night he might have appreciated the view, but tonight he couldn’t stop his mind from spinning. He needed to check in with his CO, needed to find out what the DIA knew about the Red Brotherhood’s recent activities, but his body didn’t want to obey that order either. He wasn’t ready to rejoin the real world just yet. Couldn’t even think about what came next until he watched Olivia get on that plane and knew for himself that she was safe.

Idiot. Total fucking idiot. Don’t just walk away. For her sake, you should run.

A flicker of light to his left pulled at his attention, and he looked toward the east wing, squashing that voice once more. A body passed in front of the light in a row of windows, kicked out, then jumped to the side. Narrowing his eyes, Landon realized it was Marley. Her blonde hair was pulled back, she was wearing workout clothes, and she looked to be beating the crap out of something in some kind of gym.

Marley had to know where Olivia was. She knew everything. He’d just make sure Olivia was okay, and then he’d make that call to his CO and get on with it.

He moved back inside. Finding a set of stairs that led down, he followed the corridor toward the gym he’d seen above. Laughter met his ears as he drew close, followed by a grunt, a smack, and a slap that told him someone was definitely sparring. His hand closed around the door handle, and he pulled the heavy steel door open, then came to an abrupt halt.

A thick blue mat lined the floor. Punching bags hung from the ceiling to the left. Windows made up the wall to the right side, and ahead a mirror ran the length of the room. But it only took a split second to realize the woman he’d seen wasn’t Marley. It was Olivia. And she wasn’t working out with any kind of punching bag.

Mick Hedley stood in front of her on the mat, his shaggy, surfer-boy blond hair ruffled, his taped up hands in front of his face. His chest and feet were bare, the only piece of clothing on his body a thin pair of sweats riding low on his hips. But it was Olivia who Landon couldn’t take his eyes off of. She wore a sports bra and skintight yoga pants, her exposed skin slicked with a thin layer of sweat that made her look sexy as hell, and she was kicking out at Hedley, throwing punches like a prizefighter.

She arced out with a right hook, and Hedley grabbed her by the arm, then flung her away. She grunted as she hit the mat on her side, and Landon’s entire body tensed, ready to spring to action to grab her. But she popped back up before he could move and threw a jab straight to Hedley’s stomach, one that had the Aussie doubling over and sucking in a breath.

“Good one, Liv.” Sitting cross-legged on the floor beside the mat, dressed in spandex shorts and a tank, Marley laughed. “Now show her that move you showed me, Mick.”

Hedley rubbed his abs with one hand and reached for Olivia’s arm, twisting her around so her back was plastered to his front. “Okay, don’t kick me in the balls. Someday I might want to have a little rug rat.”

Olivia grinned. “I’ll try not to.”

Marley huffed. “As if you could find a girl who’d put up with your BS, Mick.”

Hedley grinned. “It could happen. What do you think, Idaho? Think the girl of my dreams is out there?”

Olivia’s smile widened. “I’m not sure. Do you cook?”

Holy shit. They were flirting. Landon blinked and shook his head to clear away the cobwebs from the 151, sure he had to have heard them wrong.

Hedley chuckled. “You sheilas always ask the tough questions.” His hand slid down to Olivia’s slim waist, the tips of his fingers grazing her bare midriff as he positioned her in front of him, clearly rubbing against her ass. “Okay, the key to this is to just let yourself relax. Don’t think. Remember what I taught you before. Feel my body moving against your back. You’ll sense when it’s time to strike.”

Feel my body moving against your back? Oh, no fucking way. The prick was definitely putting the moves on her.

“Take your hands off her, Hedley.”

Olivia’s head snapped up, and her soft green eyes widened when she spotted Landon, but whatever she was thinking, she masked it quickly.

Hedley and Marley both glanced toward the door where Landon stood in the shadows. Marley pushed to her feet. Tension shot the temperature in the room up ten degrees, but Landon barely cared. All he saw was Hedley’s hands on Olivia’s bare skin. Grabbing her in a way no one should be grabbing her. He zeroed in on Hedley with the pinpoint focus he usually saved for his targets.

Hedley quickly lifted his fingers from Olivia’s waist. But Olivia grabbed them before the man could move even a few inches away and slapped them back against her bare midriff. “Leave your hands exactly where they are, Mick.”

A red haze slid over Landon’s vision. No one touched her like that. No one but him.

“Keep going, Mick,” she said in a very confident, very take-charge voice. One Landon hadn’t heard from her before.

“Um . . .” Hedley hesitated, his gaze unsure as it flicked from Landon to Marley and back again.

The haze intensified. Landon felt himself slipping into that zone, where the training kicked in and his brain shut down. Where his body reacted on instinct and moved on autopilot.

“Let go of her, Mick.” Jake’s voice echoed somewhere in the room. Landon couldn’t tell where the man was—nor did he bother to look. Right now he was ready to pound someone into the ground, and he didn’t care who it was—friend or foe.

Hedley lifted his hands from Olivia’s waist once more. When she tried to pull them back, he mumbled, “Sorry, pretty girl. It’s not personal. But I’m kind of attached to my hands and would really like to keep them.”

Olivia let him go. But that fire in her eyes flared hot, and her gaze never once wavered from Landon’s.

Several tense seconds passed, and then she stepped forward. Landon’s stomach tightened as she drew close, but she didn’t touch him. She didn’t even stop. Just went right on by, heading for the door. But everyone in the room heard her mutter, “Fuck you, Miller.”

The door to the gym slammed shut behind her.

Landon stood still where he was for several moments, that red haze slowly receding. No one spoke, but out of the corner of his eye he caught the lift to Marley’s brow and the way to go, champ look on her face. A look that kicked his brain into gear and whisked away the rest of that haze.

Fuuuck. He’d reacted without thinking. Let his emotions get the best of him. Emotions he never let free. Olivia had simply been blowing off steam. Steam she had every right to want to expend.

Guilt slithered in, replacing all that heat and anger he’d been on the verge of unleashing, leaving behind a sea of disgust. He turned for the door.

Jake pushed a hand against his chest, stopping him in his tracks. “Don’t.”

Landon looked his friend in the eye. “I won’t.”

“You will. I can see it. Cut her loose, man. You and I both know it’s the only thing you can do. Let Eve take her home.”

Cut her loose . . . The words were there, the same ones that had been echoing in Landon’s head for hours.

He needed to. Knew Jake was right and that it was time. But something in the center of his chest pinched so hard at the thought, it stole his breath.

He couldn’t find the words to agree. All he could do was nod. Jake hesitated several seconds, then dropped his hand and stepped aside so Landon could pass.

“Miller?” Jake called.

Landon paused two steps down the hall but didn’t turn.

“Remember what matters.”

Fucking A. That was all Landon could think about anymore.
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Olivia’s hands were shaking by the time she made it back to her room. Thankfully, Eve was nowhere to be seen. If she’d had to face her sister the way she was feeling right now, she wasn’t sure what she’d do.

“Take your hands off her . . .” What the hell was she? A piece of meat?

“Olivia.”

She whipped around at the sound of Landon’s voice and just barely held back from launching herself at him. She’d never been a violent person, but right now she wanted to be one. Needed to do something to get rid of all this anger and adrenaline and frustration. “Get out of my room.”

He didn’t stop the door from slapping shut at his back. Just looked at her with that aggravating I know best look that only infuriated her more.

“I know you’re mad. You—”

“Mad? Mad? You haven’t seen mad yet.”

He blew out a breath. “Look. I probably overreacted a little. I—”

“Ya think?”

He frowned. “Will you let me finish? I shouldn’t have said anything. You’re free to do whatever you want.”

Whoever you want. That’s what he was really saying. She’d seen the quick shot of jealousy on his face when he’d stepped into that gym and caught Mick’s hands on her, but he was squashing it now. Acting as if he didn’t care, as he’d done so many other times she wanted to scream. But she was done letting him push her away as if she didn’t matter. She did matter. If he didn’t want her that was fine, but she was done letting him make her feel things that were only going to set her further back.

She pushed down all those stupid schoolgirl emotions and moved toward him, heading for the door. “You’re right.” She was also done waiting for someone to save her. It was way past time she saved herself. “I’ll fuck whoever I want.”

He captured her arm at the biceps before she could get past, stopping her momentum. “That’s not what I said.”

“It’s what you meant.” She tugged her arm from his grasp and reached for the door handle. “Let me go, Landon. Just let me go for good.”

His hand slapped the wood just above her head, preventing her from opening the door. “I . . . can’t.”

His whispered words held so much anguish, her heart lurched in her chest. Her hand froze against the door handle. He didn’t touch her, didn’t move closer, but his heat washed over every inch of her skin, and his warm breath fanned the nape of her neck, sending the fine hairs beneath her ponytail to stand at attention.

“I know I should,” he said so softly she almost didn’t hear him. “I know it’s the only thing I can do. But I . . . can’t. I need to protect you.”

Her heart rate shot up. “Protect me? Or control me?”

“Livy,” he whispered.

“No.” She gathered her courage, let go of the door, and turned to face him. He was only centimeters away, his hand braced against the wood above her head, looking down at her. And though his eyes were pained, though she knew he was struggling, she wasn’t about to give him an ounce of pity. Not now. Because she was struggling just as much. “I’m a person, not a thing.”

“I know that.”

“No, I don’t think you do. You treat me as if I’m made of glass. I’m not, you know. I’m pretty damn strong. Stronger than you give me credit for. You say you love me, but this isn’t love. This is you trying to manipulate me into doing what you want—or not, as the case may be.”

“I . . .” His face went ashen. He dropped his hand from the door and quickly stepped back. “How . . . ? What . . . ? Why the hell would you say that?”

Oh yeah, Marley had been right. His filter had clearly been down thanks to the 151. He obviously didn’t remember spilling that little secret. But Olivia no longer cared. She was done letting him push her around.

She stepped away from the door, advancing on him. “You shouldn’t drink so much. Or mix alcohol with Xanax, apparently.”

He moved back another step, stumbling when his leg hit the arm of a chair. She knew she was freaking him out, but she didn’t care about that either. For once she felt powerful. “If you don’t want me, that’s fine. But stop trying to dictate my life. I don’t need you, Landon. I may want you, but I’ll get over that. If there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s that I can get over anything.”

She turned back for the door. But this time when he captured her arm, he didn’t just hold her still, he whipped her around and pushed her back against the solid wood. “Don’t leave. Not like this.”

Her chest rose and fell with her deep breaths. Her pulse pounded in her veins. She looked up, hating and craving him all at the same time, and hating herself for feeling that way. “Why not? What do you want? I’m so sick of this. Just tell me what you fucking want.”

His eyes widened at her words, but the swearing didn’t bother her anymore. She just needed answers. Needed to let go of the past. Of who she used to be. Needed to be free. Of him, with him . . . she wasn’t sure which. Needed—

“I want . . .”

“You want what?” she snapped. “Dammit, just tell me already.”

His gaze searched hers. So pained. So unsure. So tormented. “You. I want . . . you.”

Relief and irritation swirled inside her. “Then stop dicking around and do something about it.”

He went stone still. His gaze flicked over her face, indecision warring in his rich brown eyes. And her heart dropped when she realized he still wasn’t going to act.

She was an idiot. Such a gigantic idiot to think that any of this mattered. Closing her eyes, she wrapped her hand around the door handle at her back and turned.

He moved in at her front before she could get all the way around, a mixture of strength and frustration and heat all wrapped up in one lethal package. Her gaze shot up to his. To the desire burning in his dark eyes. To the hunger. And she had time to suck in one surprised breath before he closed his mouth over hers and pushed her back against the cool wood once more.

His tongue swept over hers, and the taste of him shot straight to her soul. A hint of darkness, of desperation, but mostly the sweetest, most amazing tenderness. A tenderness he’d shown her time and again. One she was sure he didn’t even know he had in him. But tenderness wasn’t what she wanted now. What she wanted—no, what she needed—was to feel what she meant to him.

He pulled back and looked down at her, his chest rising and falling with his shallow breaths as if he’d shocked himself more than her. And as she looked up at him, that fear trickled back into his eyes. The same damn fear she saw whenever he thought he’d done something “wrong” where she was concerned.

No more . . . 

She gripped his shirt at the front and curled her fingers into the soft cotton. “Stop treating me like I’m some fragile flower. I’m not. I’m a full-grown woman with full-grown needs. If you want me, then show me. No more holding back. I won’t break. Not even close.”

He swallowed hard. “Livy—”

“Not with words, Landon. Words are empty. Show me.” Her hands fisted tighter, and she rose to her toes. “I’m right here, dammit. I’m—”

His lips captured hers, and a groan echoed from him into her. And then his hands were on her, wrapping around her waist, pulling her away from the door, plastering her body to his in a movement so strong and fierce, she gasped.

She opened to him, swept her tongue into his mouth, and gave as much as she took. His lips grew greedy, demanding, his kiss filled with danger, with promise, with a tiny bit of pain as he nipped at her bottom lip. He pushed her up against the door once more, his body closing in at her front to block out everything but him. And as he plundered her mouth, his hands swept down to the bottom edge of her sports bra. His fingers hooked the elastic band, and then he broke the kiss long enough to yank it over her head.

Every inch of Olivia’s skin was on fire. She reached for him as soon as the bra was free, rose up on her toes, and fitted her mouth to his once more. He groaned against her and pressed his erection into her belly, already hard, already swollen. Desire exploded inside her, made her ache, made her wet. She kissed him deeper, wanting only to get closer. His warm, slick tongue raced over hers as his fingers streaked up into her hair, fisted, and pulled.

A sharp shot of pain echoed across her scalp. She gasped as he tugged her head back. Then groaned when his mouth closed over her neck and suckled.

This was what she wanted. No more playing it safe. No more being careful. Just raw need and blinding passion.

Tingles raced all down her spine as he teased and nipped at the sensitive skin of her neck. It was good but not good enough. She wanted more. Wanted faster. “Landon . . .”

His teeth sank into her flesh, and pain shot across her skin once more, making every muscle tense, making her gasp again. She curled her fingers tighter in his shirt. And then his tongue swept over the spot, soothing the ache, rocking her desire to a whole new level. She groaned as his lips moved lower, across her collarbone heading south, as her body grew even hotter.

His large, warm palm closed over her right breast. And then his mouth was there, closing over the tip, his tongue flicking against her nipple, making her shudder, drawing her deep to suckle until she saw stars.

She angled her hips upward, pressing into his erection, desperate for his cock. Her hands streaked down his sides to the waistband of his jeans. His mouth pulled free of her breast, and his fingers found her nipple and pinched. A jolt of electricity shot between her legs, and she gasped again. Then his lips closed over hers once more to kiss her deeply.

Pleasure . . . Pain . . . Not nearly enough of either. She wanted more of both.

Her hand found his shoulder. She dug her fingertips into his rock-hard muscles, rose up on her toes, and kissed him deeper, grinding her aching sex against his cock. Wanting more. Now. Right now. “Landon . . .”

He pulled away. “Turn.”

He whipped her around to face the door, and she had only a split second to brace herself before her palms slapped against the hard wood.

Her brain wasn’t working. She had one need, and he wasn’t giving it to her fast enough. “Landon—”

“Hold still.”

His fingers hooked into the waistband of her yoga pants, and then in one quick move he stripped them from her legs. Cool air washed over her skin, and she shivered as he pulled them free of her feet, but the chill was quickly pushed aside as his palm grazed her foot. “Open.”

She trembled and swallowed hard, loving this new side of him. Loving that he wasn’t holding back anymore. She slid her right foot out an inch.

He trailed his fingers across her ankle and up her leg, leaving behind a line of hypersensitized skin. “I love this tattoo. When did you get it?”

“Um . . .” Her throat was so thick she could barely speak. He was asking about the purple butterfly on the outside of her right ankle. “College.”

“Sexy.” He slid his hands up her inner thighs and applied pressure, forcing her legs farther apart. “Wider.”

A wicked thrill shot through her, and she widened her stance, not knowing what he had planned, excitement vibrating in every nerve.

“That’s it.” His warm palm and long fingers landed against her lower back, forcing her to tip her ass out and up for him.

Heat arced through her and enflamed her face at what he must be seeing. He groaned behind her, and then she felt his hands running along the soft curve of her buttocks and down the backs of her legs.

“So fucking sexy,” he muttered. “I’ve dreamt about you like this.”

He had? Olivia turned her head and pressed her cheek against the door while his hands continued to trace all over her exposed flesh. Everywhere but where she desperately wanted him to touch.

His soft lips grazed first one, then the second dimple at the base of her spine. Her eyes slid closed. She breathed deep as his lips moved lower, across one cheek and then down the other. Her pulse sped up. Against the door, her hands grew sweaty.

“I want to hear you scream, Livy.” His hand slid around her waist, then up her belly until his fingertips brushed her sensitive breast. “Don’t hold back.”

She’d said that to him. Only minutes before. Or maybe she’d just thought the words. She couldn’t remember now. But she didn’t have time to ponder because his lips were moving lower, his other hand pushing against her lower back, forcing her to arch higher for him. And then she felt his tongue, sliding over the slick flesh between her legs.

Her whole body trembled. He did it again, and electrical vibrations rocked through her hips. His tongue slid across her opening and then flicked over her clit. Groaning, she curled her hand into a fist against the door and rocked back against his agonizingly slow lick.

“Landon . . .” She needed to say something else. To tell him what she needed. But she couldn’t find the words.

“God, you taste good. Just as I knew you would.” His tongue brushed over her clit again, this time harder and faster. “Let go, baby.”

His hand squeezed her breast. His fingers moved to her nipple. Between her legs, he laved his tongue over her again and again. She pushed back against him. Rocked into his touch. He pinched her nipple between his forefinger and thumb, and a sharp stab of pain exploded in her breasts, then shot straight to her clit. He licked faster. A keening sound rose in her ears. She knew it was coming from her, but she couldn’t stop it. Fire built in her core, echoed to her breasts and down again. She pushed back against him, needing more. Needing everything.

His tongue slid down to her opening. He pinched her other nipple as he pressed his tongue against her. She groaned and arched her hips even more. Her orgasm barreled closer, hovering just out of her reach.

“Landon . . .” Her hand opened, then slapped against the door. She squeezed her eyes tight. Licked her lips. Landon’s tongue slid back up to her clit. Flicked again and again. Stars fired off behind her closed eyes. She gasped and pushed back into his wicked, hot touch. Wanting, needing, aching, craving . . . Then his lips closed over her clit and he suckled.

White-hot electricity raced down her spine and exploded outward from the spot. She cried out as waves of pleasure rushed over her body, dragging her down. Her body quivered as he continued to torment her, as the ecstasy went on and on. When it finally eased, she slumped against the door, her body slicked with sweat, her limbs weak and trembling.

Fabric rustled at her back, but she couldn’t force her eyes open just yet. Soft, sweet lips pressed against her left buttock, her lower spine, her shoulder. Then his fingers were on her hips, pulling her back toward him.

“Again.” One hand streaked up her belly, over her breast, and cupped the side of her face, pulling her head back toward him. His mouth closed over hers, and that tempting, naughty tongue of his swept over hers before he pulled a breath away and whispered, “I want to hear you scream again. This time my name.”

A shiver rippled through her. He dipped back into her mouth, kissing her again with renewed passion. She tasted him and her own burning desire. His bare thighs brushed the backs of her legs, and the raging need she’d felt before came rushing back. Suddenly, the release she’d just had wasn’t nearly enough.

She tried to turn, to reach for him, but his hand landed against her hip, holding her in place.

“Stay right there,” he whispered, adjusting behind her. “That’s it. Arch for me.”

She pushed back against him. The wide, blunt head of his cock teased the oversensitive skin between her legs. She groaned and dropped her forehead against the door, arching higher, wanting more, needing all of him. The tip of his cock circled her clit, and she trembled. He pressed a fraction of an inch into the heat of her sex.

“Oh God, Landon.” Her hands fisted against the solid wood. “More.”

“Like that?” He pulled out, slid down to circle her clit again. Electrical vibrations rocked through her. She moaned and arched once more. He moved back up and pressed a little farther inside, stretching her wider. “Or that?”

The constant circling, the wet push and pull so shallow inside her—there but not nearly enough—drove her mad. She turned her head, pressing her cheek against the door again. Every time she pushed back, trying to coax him farther inside, he eased slightly away, never letting her take control, never letting her have all of him. Her top teeth sank against her bottom lip. Memories of how good he’d felt inside her in that barn, how thick and hard he’d been, bombarded her from every side. She wanted to feel that again. Wanted to feel him deep. All she needed was a little more . . . 

“God, Livy.” His hand slid down her spine. Tingles erupted everywhere he touched. “You are so damn sexy.”

Circle. Press. Slide. Retreat. She couldn’t take it anymore. Every inch of her body was on fire. Every inch of her skin was straining and slicked with sweat.

“You’re killing me,” she panted. “Stop teasing me already and fuck me.”

He leaned close and closed his teeth over her earlobe. “That’s what I wanted to hear.”

He shoved deep and groaned. Pleasure ripped through her core—the feel of him so far inside, the sounds of his pleasure. She arched and cried out. He answered by withdrawing, dragging his cock along her sensitive walls, then thrusting hard all over again.

Fuck . . . The word echoed in her head. She’d never liked the sound of it, not before her abduction and definitely not after, thanks to the men who’d taken her and who’d sworn constantly in English and other languages. But this . . . fuck, fuck, Landon fucking her so hard and deep . . . this felt so good. So right. So absolutely everything she needed.

“Yes.” She pushed back against him, meeting every thrust. His left hand closed over her breast. The other streaked back up to her neck, gently pressing against her jaw, turning her mouth toward his once more.

He kissed her deeply, his tongue flicking against hers again and again, just as his cock was sliding deep. She hooked her arm around his neck, twisting her upper body so she could touch him, so she could kiss him harder. She groaned into his mouth, arched so he could drive deeper. Her orgasm rushed toward her. She lifted her hips out and back, trying to draw him closer. His mouth turned wild against hers, and the fingers of his free hand slid down her torso, across her lower belly, and into her slick, aching heat.

One touch was all it took. One brush of his fingers over her aching clit. The orgasm exploded inside her, dragging her lips from his, pulling a scream from her throat that echoed in her ears, making her entire body tremble with the force of the mind-rocking pleasure.

He kept on thrusting, and she rode the wave, letting it glide along every nerve ending in her body, loving each tiny shock and ripple of sensation. Her arm fell from his neck, and she dropped her forehead against the door once more, sucking in as much air as she could get. But she only had a split second to catch her breath. Because he pulled out of her body, whipped her around, and pressed her back against the door while the room was still spinning.

“Again,” he whispered, trailing his hands down to her ass, pushing his way between her legs, lifting her feet off the floor. “Come for me again.” He shoved deep inside her burning sex as his mouth closed over hers.

Olivia wasn’t sure she could. But she opened to his kiss, licking into his mouth while his thick cock drove deep. Her arms landed on his shoulders, and she wove her legs around his back. He pinned her against the door while he fucked her, harder and faster than before. All she could do was tighten her arms and legs and hold on. His lips slid from her mouth to her jaw, then to the soft skin behind her ear. His breath ran hot over her skin, making her shiver. She closed her eyes, trailed her fingers up into his hair, and tightened every muscle, wanting it to be as good for him as he’d made it for her, wanting to feel his release now more than hers.

“Ah God, Livy . . .” He plunged deep again and again. His teeth closed over her neck. Pain spiraled from the spot, but the pleasure between her legs overrode everything else. She felt him growing harder, thicker, felt him reaching places he hadn’t touched before. Sweat slicked his skin, sliding over hers. Her fingers tightened in his hair. A second—or was it third?—orgasm spiraled toward her.

“Kiss me, Landon.” She yanked on his hair, dragged his head back, and closed her lips over his, tightening every muscle in her body. He shoved in hard once more, hitting that perfect spot. And as her orgasm crashed into her—this one so much stronger than the others—she pulled her mouth from his and cried out his name. And when she heard his deep, pleasure-filled groan, when she felt his whole body shake, she knew he’d just followed her over the edge and was spilling days of frustration and need inside her.

She held on to him while his body twitched. Pressed soft, tender kisses to his temple, his cheek, anything she could reach while he held her against the door and tried to catch his breath. Muscles in her arms and legs ached, and she knew she was going to be sore, but she didn’t care. That had been way more than she’d ever expected or hoped for.

“I’m hurting you,” he mumbled after several seconds.

Olivia smiled. That was the Landon she knew. Always worrying about her. But suddenly that didn’t bother her anymore either. Because he’d finally let go of his passion, and she’d just proved to him she wasn’t breakable. “Do I look hurt?”

He drew back, just enough so he could see her face. His worried gaze skipped over her, and then his brow dropped. “Um, no. You don’t. You look—”

“Satisfied?”

A frown pulled at his tempting lips. “Yeah.”

Her smile widened. “I am.” She leaned in and brushed her mouth over his. “Very much so.” She tipped her head and kissed him again. “Though I have a feeling it will wear off. You might have to do that again. Soon.”

He groaned at her words, opened to her kiss. And as his tongue brushed hers, soft and sweet this time, her heart filled.

“Jesus, Livy,” he whispered against her lips. “What the hell are you doing to me?”

Everything. She kissed him again. She wanted to do everything to him. Wanted to be everything for him. His hands tightened around her, holding her up, and gently he eased her away from the door, moving both of them farther into her room, all the while kissing her with those tempting masculine lips that made her weak in the knees.

He laid her out on the bed, still kissing her, then rolled so she was on top of all his muscular, sexy goodness. And when she was breathless, when she had to pull away to draw air, he looked up at her with the softest, stormiest eyes she’d ever seen. Eyes that weren’t lust-filled and wild anymore. Eyes that brimmed with guilt and regret.

Those eyes shot straight to the center of her chest and stole her breath. She knew what he was about to say. Knew he was going to tell her that was a mistake and couldn’t happen again. But she wasn’t about to listen. She slid down and rested her head on his chest, loving the beat of his heart against her cheek. Loving the warmth of his skin bare against hers. Loving . . . him.

Eve was right. She’d totally fallen for him. But not the fantasy hero Eve assumed. No, Olivia had fallen for the real, live man. The broken, damaged, wounded man who was still too afraid to let her get close.

“Livy.” His fingers slid along her scalp and down her locks to tease and tickle the ends of her hair. “In the morning, you need to—”

Oh no. They weren’t going there. Not right now. Not when those delicious orgasms still echoed in her body.

“Can I ask you something?”

His hand stilled in her hair, and beneath her cheek, she felt his pulse pick up speed.

Interesting. She made him nervous. She liked that. Liked it a lot because it told her this wasn’t just physical on his part. It was so much more.

“Yeah,” he said cautiously.

Olivia placed her palms on his chest and rested her chin on the back of her hand, looking up at his handsome, bruised face. “Where do you live?”

His features relaxed, and he twirled a lock of her hair around his finger. “Atlanta.”

“House or apartment?”

“Apartment.”

“It’s hot in Atlanta.”

“Sometimes.”

She smiled because this was what normal couples did. They talked. “Do you like it?”

He shrugged, still playing with her hair. “I don’t dislike it. I’m not there all that much, so I don’t think about it. It’s just a home base.”

“Are you from Atlanta?”

He shook his head.

“Then how did you end up there?”

He looked up at the ceiling. “I don’t know. Major airport. Centrally located. Easy to get places.”

That’s how he picked where he lived? That was so . . . sad.

He looked down at her with narrowed eyes. “Why the twenty questions?”

This time it was her turn to shrug. “Just curious.” She ran her finger over the scar high across his cheek. “How did you get this?”

He stiffened beneath her. And several long seconds passed before he said, “My father.”

A little voice warned this wasn’t a conversation for the after-sex glow, but she wanted to know about him. Wanted to know everything. “How?”

He stared at her with assessing eyes, and she knew she’d hit some kind of nerve. She braced herself for him to pull away, but he surprised her when he said, “My dad was a big guy. Built like me.” He lifted his hand from her back and turned it in the light, looking at his wide palm and long fingers. “He had big hands. Like mine.” His fingers curled against his palm, forming a fist. “And he liked to use them.”

Unease filtered through Olivia, and that conversation she’d had with Eve echoed in her mind.

He sighed and dropped his hand. “He drank, and when he was loaded, he used to like to beat up on my mom. He’d never touch me, though. If I did something to piss him off, she’d step between us, then send me to my room. From the time I was little I can remember them fighting. I can still hear the sounds. Not a great way to grow up.”

No, Olivia guessed it would be a horrible way to grow up. “What happened?”

“One night when I was twelve, he came home rip-roaring drunk. I was at a friend’s house. But when I walked in the door, he was pounding on her. Her face was black and blue and bleeding. I could tell he wasn’t done and that he was just getting started. But by that point, I’d had enough. I got between them, which pissed him off even more. He slammed the beer he was drinking against the counter, shattering the bottle, and hurled the jagged glass toward me.” He waved his finger near the scar high on his cheek. “Hit me right here.” He waved his finger again across his jaw, near the smaller scar on the same side of his face. “And here.”

Bile slid up Olivia’s throat. His own father . . . But something in the pit of her stomach told her that wasn’t the end of the story. “What happened then?”

“Then,” he said, looking back up toward the ceiling, “things got ugly.”

The faraway look in his eyes told her he was remembering back, reliving the horror, and she hated that she was bringing it all up for him again, but something inside her sensed this was at the root of who he was. And she wanted him to know that whatever had happened, it didn’t change anything for her.

“What happened, Landon?”

He didn’t look at her, just kept staring up at the ceiling. “We lived in Pennsylvania. A small town outside Pittsburgh. Our trailer was a dump, but my parents owned a couple acres, and there was this big pond I used to swim in during the summer. It was fall. Cold. A little foggy. I ran out of the house and down toward the pond. I knew he’d follow, stumbling and cursing, like always. I knew he wouldn’t be able to see shit in the dark. Knew exactly how the bastard thought. I lured him out there.”

Understanding dawned. He didn’t have to say the words. She knew his father hadn’t bothered anyone after that.

“What happened after?” she asked quietly.

He blew out a long breath. “The police came. My mother told them about the fight, but she lied and said she was the one who’d run out of the house. Said he followed and was so drunk he lost his footing and fell into the pond and then drowned. She lied to keep me out of juvie.”

“She lied because she loved you. There’s a big difference.”

His stormy eyes slowly slid to hers. Pained eyes. Eyes she knew held on to guilt from way more than just what had happened to her. “The end result was the same. I killed him.”

“You saved your mother’s life. And yours.”

He closed his eyes. “Olivia—”

“If you’re looking for shock value, you’re talking to the wrong person.” She shifted her weight to her knees on each side of him and braced her hands on the mattress near his head. “I know there are bad people in the world. I know they do awful things. I’ve seen them, remember? I also know those awful people aren’t supposed to be members of your own family.”

“I was twelve, Olivia. What I did . . . The DIA didn’t teach me to do that. That was all me.”

“You’re right. You were twelve. You were just a kid trying to survive. I don’t blame you for that.”

“You would if you knew some of the other things I’ve done.”

“Landon, open your eyes.”

Slowly, he did, and in his stormy, brown eyes she saw exactly what was holding him back. It wasn’t his job or where she lived or the differences between them. It was the fact he didn’t think he was good enough. Not just for her, but for anyone. Himself included.

Her heart swelled. And she knew right then that she loved him. Loved him not because of what he’d done for her, but because of who he was. And everything he’d lived through to get to this point.

“I don’t care about the things you’ve done,” she said softly. “All I care about is what you do now. And the man I know now has absolutely nothing to be ashamed of.”

He closed his eyes again. “I’m just like him.”

“No, you’re not.” She leaned down and brushed her mouth over his. “You’re nothing like him.” He drew in a sharp breath and held it while her lips gently skimmed his. “I wouldn’t be anywhere near you if you were.” She tipped her head the other way and kissed him once more, wanting to ease his suffering. Wanting to share it with him. “I wouldn’t need to feel you inside me again right this second if you were.”

He groaned, slid his hands up to her face, and opened to her kiss, taking her mouth with so much passion, she felt it all the way in her toes. And as he rolled her to her back and continued to kiss her, she knew this was a start, not an end like she’d thought only hours before.

When she was breathless and aching again, he pulled back and looked down at her. The torment was gone, but that fear she recognized was back. A fear she wasn’t about to let him use against her.

He skimmed a finger over her cheek. “I need you to go home with Eve tomorrow. Can you do that for me?”

She lifted her mouth back to his. “Nope.”

He sighed in exasperation. “Olivia—”

“You use my full name whenever you’re frustrated with me.” She kissed the corner of his mouth. “Ever notice that?”

He frowned down at her. “That’s an awful lot lately.”

She smiled and kissed the other side of his mouth. “I know. I like it.”

“Livy—”

Warmth spread all through her chest. She loved when he called her that. “I’m not going back with Eve, Landon. So you can either leave me here alone or take me with you to find Danica Crossler.”

His expression narrowed. “You can’t manipulate me.”

“I’m not.” She kissed the scar near his cheekbone, then the one along his jaw. “I’m just telling you the way it is.”

He closed his eyes as her lips moved down to his jaw, then across to his ear. “I’ve been beaten, starved, shocked . . . you name it and I’ve lived through it. But you, Olivia Wolfe. You just might be the person to break me.”

“Only if it breaks you to my will.” She moved back to his mouth and kissed him one more time. “I’m not going anywhere, Landon.”

“Yes, you are.”

She wrapped her arms around his neck, loving that he was still fighting her on this, loving that she mattered that much to him. Before, his stubbornness would have aggravated her, but now all it did was reaffirm that she had the power, and they both knew it. “I’d be worried there was something wrong with you if you capitulated too quickly.”

“You’re trouble for me, woman.”

She was. And she loved that too.

She slid her tongue into his mouth and leaned back into the mattress, tugging him on top of her. Her legs opened, and she groaned as his weight pressed against hers and his hand skimmed her side, then traced the length of her arm.

This she could definitely get used to. They’d turned a corner tonight, and whether he admitted it or not, she knew he was aware of that fact too. She didn’t care how long it took, she was going to convince him he could get used to this too.

He eased back from her mouth and looked down at her arm. “What is that?”

Frustrated he’d stopped kissing her, she glanced toward her inner arm and realized what he was seeing. A whisper of unease rushed through her. “It’s nothing. Just a bruise.”

“I don’t remember seeing that before.” He leaned closer to get a better look. “Did you get caught in some brush when we were running? When did you notice it?”

Olivia sighed. He was sliding back into overprotective mode. This was exactly why she hadn’t told him—because she hadn’t wanted him to worry. But now it seemed there was no way to hide it anymore. “When we were at that compound and they took me back to question me, they gave me some kind of injection. I thought it was more drugs to knock me out, but I guess it wasn’t. Maybe truth serum? I have no idea. You’re the superspy. Anyway, whatever it was, it didn’t work because I never felt any different.”

He turned her arm to get a better look in the low light, and she saw the worry creeping into his eyes. Worry that was going to derail their romantic evening if she didn’t head it off. “I have sensitive skin, Landon. It’s no big deal. Whenever I have blood drawn or get vaccines, my skin bruises.”

“That’s not a bruise.” Landon held her arm still in the moonlight spilling through the window, and she watched his face pale. Watched every muscle in his body tighten. He pushed off her and rolled to his hip. “Get dressed.”

The fine hairs all along Olivia’s nape stood straight. She glanced down at her inner arm. The area around the injection site wasn’t just dark blue, it was turning black, something she hadn’t paid much attention to until this moment.

“Get dressed right now,” Landon said again, already tugging on his jeans, his voice tight. “Hurry.”
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“Call me with an update tomorrow.” Jake Ryder ran a hand through his hair as he stood in the hall outside the gym with his phone pressed to his ear, putting out fires three thousand miles away. Cade Blackwell, ex-FBI and one of his best operatives, was currently having problems with a client who refused to listen to reason. A common occurrence with rich assholes who knew diddly-squat about security.

“Will do,” Blackwell said. “And let me know if you need anything in Italy from my end. Can’t believe the shit Miller’s in. Glad it’s not me.”

Jake frowned. “I’ll be sure to pass that sentiment along. Stay out of trouble, Blackwell.”

“Will do, boss.”

Jake hit End and shoved his phone into his pocket. Some days he wondered why the hell he’d started a security company. He could have simply taken over his father’s megacorporation and lived the easy life on his old man’s money.

Shaking his head, he turned back for the gym. Like that would ever happen. He never touched the money that was left for him. Couldn’t stand to take a single thing from the son of a bitch who’d barely spared him a second look in life. Hell, the only reason he used the man’s properties now was because they were beneficial to Aegis. And because his shit-for-brains father never would have approved of his crew running wild through his pristine homes.

He pushed the door to the gym open and stepped back inside. Marley and Mick Hedley were both picking up towels and replacing gym equipment. Jake glanced at his watch, wanting nothing more than to drop into bed for a good five hours before he had to get up and do it all again. “You both should hit the hay. Marley, I need you up early gathering info on the Red Brotherhood’s latest targets.”

Marley dropped the towel in her hand on a chair and stepped out onto the mat. “Sleep can wait. Mick and I have been practicing, but I need a new challenge. What do you say, boss man?”

Jake glanced up from his watch and eyed his assistant. Dressed in only a fitted blue tank and black spandex running shorts that showed off muscles in her ass and legs Jake didn’t need to notice, Marley grinned, the twinkle in her eye catching him completely off guard. She wasn’t serious, was she?

“Dead serious,” she said, as if reading his mind. “Come on, Jake. I dare you.”

“You dare me?” He huffed. “What are you, five?”

Her smile widened. A smile Jake hadn’t seen on her before. One that lit up her face and made her blue eyes absolutely sparkle. “Chicken?”

An odd tingle ran through Jake’s belly. One he didn’t want. “I’m not Marty McFly. Taunting me isn’t going to work. Come on, get off the mat.”

Marley stayed right where she was. “You know, I never see you in the gym with the guys. Getting soft in your old age? Or are you just too afraid to mess up your fancy clothes?”

Jake glanced down at the Brooks Brothers slacks and Hugo Boss dress shirt he’d yet to change out of since he and Marley had hopped that flight from Kentucky to Rome, then looked back to her. He made a point not to work out with the guys in the Aegis gyms. That was their space to blow off steam between ops, and he knew all too well how much it sucked to have a CO—or boss—invading your downtime.

“Trust me, Addison, you don’t want this. I won’t go easy on you like Hedley.”

Across the mat, Hedley swiped a towel across the back of his neck and chuckled. “She might surprise you, boss.”

Jake doubted it. People rarely surprised him. Not after the shit he’d seen.

Marley moved to the middle of the mat. “We’ll see. Take your shoes off.”

A little voice in the back of his head warned this was a really bad idea. He could see from the wicked glint in Marley’s blue eyes that she was just goading him, but for some reason, the implication that she thought he was weak revved his adrenaline.

He toed off his Prada loafers before he thought better of it, pushed his sleeves up past his elbows, and joined her on the mat. “Hedley’s a witness. I warned you.”

Marley smiled as she circled around him. “There you go, thinking I’m nothing but a secretary.”

He didn’t think she was just a secretary. He knew she was a hell of a lot more. But he also knew he needed to make sure she knew her place.

He lowered his head and lunged for her legs to drop her in a two-leg takedown, one that wouldn’t hurt her too much. But before he could grab hold, she slammed her arms on each of his shoulders, blocking his momentum, then wrapped her right forearm under and around his throat in a guillotine hold. The movement cut off his airflow, and even before her knee connected with his abdomen and her other hand braced against his shoulder, he knew he was going over. She jerked her weight back, dragging him with her, then shoved hard against his belly, flipping him up and over her shoulder until his back slammed against the mat.

Marley let go of him, rolled over, and pushed to her hands and knees. She grinned down at him. “You okay?”

Jake blinked several times, staring at her upside-down face. That was not a first timer’s move. Not even close. And she knew he knew it. Her sky-blue eyes absolutely sparkled. “You could have snapped my neck.”

“I know.” Her smile widened. “I chose not to.”

Behind Jake, Hedley chuckled. “I warned you, boss. Nice one, Addison.”

Marley rose to her feet, walked around Jake, and held out her hand to help him up. “Truce?”

He eyed her hand and gloating grin and reached for her fingers. Her palm brushed his, silky smooth and small against his own, and the muscles in her arms flexed. But before she could tug him up, he jerked back, yanking her off her feet. She gasped, fell against him, and quickly tried to push off, but he hooked a leg around hers and rolled her to her back before she could. Then he pinned her arms to the mat on both sides of her face and leaned down toward her.

The sweet scents of feminine sweat, followed by sandalwood, vanilla, and some kind of flower he couldn’t name, assailed his nostrils. She sputtered and shook the wisps of hair out of her eyes as she glared up at him. And this time it was his turn to grin. “Now we can call it a truce.”

“You fight dirty, Ryder.”

“No one in the real world’s going to fight fair. Get used to it.”

The door to the gym burst open.

“Ryder, we’ve got a problem.” Zane Archer’s voice filled the room. “I need you and Marley right now.”

Jake’s smile faded, and he let go of Marley, turning his head to look toward the door. Before he could even open his mouth to answer, her forearm connected with his trachea, then her hand shoved hard against his shoulder, knocking him off her in a split-second move. He landed on his back with a crunch. Marley shook back her hair, pushed to her feet, and muttered, “There’s your truce.”

She stepped off the mat and reached for her sweatshirt, and, still laid out on the ground, Jake pushed up on his hands and watched her, awed and . . . more than a little impressed. A one-sided smile pulled at his lips, and that same tingle that had rushed down his spine earlier came screaming back, only this time it brought a wave of heat straight to his belly.

She zipped her sweatshirt and looked toward Archer. “What’s going on?”

“It’s Olivia,” Archer said, bracing the door open with one arm. “Eve’s with her, and it’s not good. I think we’re going to need a doctor.”

Fuck.

Archer’s words knocked Jake right back to reality. He pushed to his feet, cursing himself for spending time dicking around in here when he should have gone after Miller. Every man in Miller’s line of work had a breaking point, and Jake had noticed Miller was dangerously close to his before he’d left the gym. “If he freakin’ snapped and hurt her—”

Archer looked Jake’s way. “It’s not Miller. It looks like Olivia was injected with something when she was taken. Something bad.”
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“I’m fine,” Olivia huffed as her sister pushed her into the same chair Landon had sat in earlier when Marley had pulled that bullet from his shoulder. A perturbed look darkened her face. One Landon knew all too well because she’d unleashed the same look on him only an hour ago. “I don’t know why you’re all freaking out. I have sensitive skin. You know that, Eve.”

“Liv,” Eve said, tugging the soft cotton, long-sleeved T-shirt Olivia had slipped into up past her elbow. “Just humor us, okay?”

Olivia frowned as Eve pulled her arm out and laid it palm up over the armrest so she could look at the black markings all around the inner bend of Olivia’s elbow. “I feel fine. There’s nothing wrong with me.” Her gaze shifted to Landon, standing near the door. “Would you tell her I’m fine?”

Landon’s jaw clenched, but he didn’t answer. He couldn’t. Not yet. Not until he knew more. But inside his stomach churned, and that familiar warning that he hadn’t listened to once since he’d met the woman shrilled like a screaming siren.

Footsteps echoed through the open door, and seconds later a sweaty Marley and a rumpled Ryder stepped into the room, followed by Archer.

“What’s going on?” Marley asked.

Eve glanced her way. “I don’t know. She was injected with something. I can’t tell what’s going on, but the skin is definitely not bruised. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

No, it definitely wasn’t bruised. She was having some kind of reaction. Something that Landon guessed was making the skin necrotic. Which meant whatever shit those douchebags had injected Olivia with was bad. Really bad.

Marley stepped close and pressed her fingers all around the blackened skin. “Does that hurt?”

“No.” Olivia frowned Landon’s way, and he knew she was pissed that he’d dragged her in here and was making a big deal about this, but she didn’t know the kind of people they were dealing with or what they could do. He did. “It doesn’t hurt. I’m fine. Would you all stop freaking out already?”

The phone in Landon’s pocket buzzed, and he pulled it out and glanced down. Relief rippled through him when he recognized the number. He held the phone to his ear and turned for the door. “Dani. That was fast.”

“I have to say this is a surprise.” Danica Crossler’s familiar voice was warm and friendly, as always. “Usually I’m the one contacting you through back channels.”

“I know.” Landon moved out into the hall and leaned against the wall. He swiped a hand over his brow. Dammit, he was sweating. He never got worked up during an op. But this wasn’t an op. This was personal. And if those fuckers had done something to Olivia . . . 

“You don’t sound good, Landon. Something’s wrong, isn’t it?”

Danica was only twenty-two years old, but she was one of the most world-weary people he’d ever met. He just didn’t like thinking about the reason for that weariness. Or his role in it all.

“Dani, listen. The Red Brotherhood’s looking for you.”

Silence echoed over the line. Then, “H-how do you know?”

“Because they nabbed me and a friend while we were in Barcelona. And they clearly wanted one thing—information on your whereabouts.”

More silence.

Landon knew Dani was already thinking ten steps ahead. He’d taught her well, but the girl was smarter than shit and had learned quickly the importance of taking care of herself.

“Someone must have seen us together,” she finally said. “What did you tell them?”

“Nothing. At first I thought they were just after your father’s research, but now I’m pretty sure they already have it.”

“Why on earth would you say that?” Surprise echoed in Dani’s voice, telling Landon exactly what he’d wanted to hear. She hadn’t leaked her father’s science. The girl wasn’t in hiding just because she was afraid for her life, but because she was afraid for the whole world if her father’s deadly biotoxin was discovered.

“They injected something in my friend’s arm. The skin around her injection site is turning black. I’ve seen some nasty shit in my life, but I’ve never seen a drug on the planet do that.”

“Her who?”

He tensed. “Olivia. Her name’s Olivia.”

Silence echoed over the line, and Landon knew Dani’s brain was spinning, but he wasn’t sure in which direction. He thought of Dani as the younger sister he’d never had, and he’d pretty much bent over backward out of guilt to get her to safety and set up with a new life. But he knew she thought differently of him. And that was just one of the many reasons he kept his distance.

“Black?” she finally asked.

The wariness in her voice sent a shot of dread straight through Landon’s stomach. Against the phone, his palm grew sweaty. “It’s too late, isn’t it? They already have your father’s biotoxin.”

“I don’t know for sure, but it sounds like it. You’ll need to watch her arm. The necrosis is going to form a radial pattern outward from the injection site. It’s a very unique pattern. That’s how you know Cerberus is reacting.”

“What the hell is Cerberus?”

Dani was silent for a moment, then said, “Landon, my father wasn’t working on a biotoxin. I didn’t give you all the details because I figured the less you knew, the safer you’d be. Ironic, right? Me protecting you?” A wistful note filled her voice. “My father was bioengineering amino acids.”

Landon knew shit about biological science. Or what the hell that had to do with Olivia. “In English, please. You’re already talking over my head and you know it.”

“Sorry. Amino acids are found in all human tissue. There are over five hundred different types, and they’re typically known as the building blocks for proteins. They also aid in cellular function for all processes in the body. By tweaking different chains of amino acids, my father discovered—mostly by accident—that he could create a radioactive amino acid, which could then be tagged. This was a research-altering moment because, in theory, a tagged amino acid can be tracked outside the body.”

“How?”

“Through RFID—the radio frequency identification system. It reads tags via GPS and satellites. My father figured this out, but the trick was getting that tagged amino acid in the human body. Thus came his experimentation. He tried and failed several times, but finally discovered that he could hide the new bioengineered amino acid in a cluster of amino acids, which he called Cerberus, that could then be injected in the human body so none would be rejected. He was in the act of refining that process when he died.”

When Landon showed up to kill him. Dani never outright called it what it was—an assassination—but they both knew that’s what he’d gone there to do.

“You’re telling me that by tweaking science, a person in a lab in, say, California can track someone clear across the globe, simply by tracing this genetically enhanced amino acid?”

“Technically, yes. Which is why the US government didn’t want Cerberus to fall into the wrong hands.”

No fucking way. Landon’s brain went into turbo spin. This was like . . . Mission Impossible shit. Not real life.

“Why not use a microchip? They already have GPS tracking chips small enough to be injected into the human body.”

“Because chips can be found and removed. Infect the entire human body at the cellular level, and it’s undetectable unless you know specifically what you’re looking for.”

Damn. That made a lot of sense in a sick sort of way.

“Imagine the implications,” Dani said. “Say you want to assassinate the president of the United States. You can’t get close to him, right? No one knows his schedule or where he’s going to be unless it’s an advertised event, and those are always secured to the rafters. Heck, half the time you don’t know which plane or helicopter he’s on because the Secret Service sends out several to fool the masses. But with this, all it takes is one checkup, one nurse, one compromised doctor to inject Cerberus into the president’s body, and suddenly he can be tracked anytime, anywhere, and that tracking instrument won’t be detected and can’t be removed. From there you simply need one carefully calculated missile strike on his caravan or helicopter or Air Force One, and he’s gone. The same for any world leader, any person who speaks out against the government, any person who’s deemed inferior. Technically, it would work on any race, any gender. Entire armies, if injected, could be tracked. You could see mass injections at birth. Lifelong tracking data. We’re talking about a global change to how the world is run, and the people who have the power to change it are the ones who control this science.”

A chill spread down Landon’s spine. This was biowarfare on a completely different level from anything he’d even considered. And if the Red Brotherhood really was pushing the new world order, they could change the entire human landscape of the planet.

“Unfortunately, the technology wasn’t refined,” she went on. “My father experimented with Cerberus in animals but was never able to track pinpoint locations, only generalized areas. It was his life’s work, something I vehemently disagreed with. But he deemed it important research for the future. At some point, the Red Brotherhood found out what he was doing, and they were ready to pay to keep his research going, until, of course, you came along. You succeeded in stopping him, but if what you’re saying is true and your friend was injected, then it means somehow Cerberus got out. Someone leaked it. Someone who wasn’t me or you.”

Someone who could be with the DIA. Landon swiped a hand over the back of his neck, the muscles bunched and tight. They were the only other ones who knew what the fuck her father had been up to. Hell, they’d sent him to take the man out. “You have an antidote, right?”

Dani sighed. “I have my father’s research, but that’s not the same thing.”

“But an antidote can be created,” he prodded.

“Technically,” she said. “Any kind of antidote would require another genetically engineered amino acid, which could then be injected into the infected body in such large amounts it would dilute the radioactive element.”

“So it can be done.”

“Theoretically, but I’ve never tried it. And there could be side effects.”

Screw the side effects. “What would you need?”

She blew out a long breath, and he pictured her sitting in her lab, swiping the loose bangs out of her face. “A blood sample from the infected individual, I guess. That would be a starting point.”

“Done.”

“Done?”

“I’ll be there in”—he glanced at his watch, calculating flight hours and time zone changes—“roughly fifteen hours.”

“You’re coming here?” Surprise lifted her voice.

“You’re the only chance she’s got, Dani. You’re the only one who knows how to fix this.”

“Landon, I don’t have a clue if it will actually work. I’m not my father. I can only go off the research he left me.”

No, she wasn’t her father—she was smarter than her father. She’d graduated college at the age of fifteen, gotten her PhD by the time she was twenty. And she was compassionate, a trait her father had clearly lacked. Even after her life had been turned upside down by what he and her father had done, she’d devoted her life and her scientific research to discovering new ways to help those in need, including the sick and poor on the small island where she’d been hiding the last few years.

“I need you to try,” he said. “If I can get you a blood sample, I need you to try to work your magic.”

Dani was quiet for a moment. “When was she injected?”

“Two, maybe three days ago.”

“And where is she?”

“Italy.”

After several seconds of silence, she said, “If the Red Brotherhood injected her with Cerberus, then it isn’t stable. That’s the part my father was trying to perfect. The radioactive piece will start to break down. If she’s not showing symptoms yet, she will soon.”

His gaze strayed to the open door. Inside he could see Marley taking a blood sample from Olivia’s arm and could hear Olivia still insisting she was fine.

“What kind of symptoms?”

“They’ll be minor at first. Fatigue, yellowing of the skin, weakness, abdominal pain, difficulty concentrating, edema. We’re talking about a cellular breakdown. It’ll start slowly but will quickly spread to her organs. From there . . . systematic organ failure and, eventually, death.”

No . . . Olivia looked perfectly healthy. She was frowning up at her sister and insisting everyone was making a fuss for nothing. This couldn’t be possible.

Pain spiraled through Landon’s gut, and the air clogged in his throat. He’d done this to her. Being with him had put a ticking time bomb on her life. “H-how long?”

“Two weeks tops, from the time she was injected.”

Two weeks . . . 

His knees buckled, but he braced a hand against the wall to keep from going down.

“You’ll need to bring her to me,” Danica said. “You won’t have time to get me a blood sample, wait for me to process it, and fly it back to her. I don’t know how long it’s going to take me. It could be a few hours. It could take days.”

He blinked several times, realizing his eyes were damp. “Okay.” Leaning his shoulder against the wall to hold himself up, he swiped a hand across both eyes. “Okay, I’m bringing her to you tonight.”

“There’s something else, Landon.”

There was more? God Almighty. How much more could there possibly be?

“If the Red Brotherhood injected her,” Dani said, as if she’d heard his unspoken question, “then I guarantee they’re already tracking her. If you bring her to me, you’ll bring them as well.”

“Oh . . . fuck.” The last few days spiraled through Landon’s mind, and links suddenly clicked into place in his brain. “That’s how they knew where to find us in Tortoli. That’s why they let us go.”

“They let you go?”

“Yeah.” Son of a bitch. He knew they’d escaped from that compound way too easily, but he’d been so intent on getting Olivia away from those psychos, he hadn’t thought about the why. “They injected her so I’d have to find you. They’ve been herding me toward you. They knew I’d go to you for help.”

“They’re not stupid.”

No, they weren’t. And the fuckers hadn’t just put him between a rock and a hard place, but between two cement walls. Having to choose who to save: the girl he owed for ruining her life, or the one who’d stolen his heart.

“They won’t be able to pinpoint her exact location,” Dani said. “That will give us a little time. In the meantime, I’ll start on a serum, which I’ll have to tweak once I have her blood sample. Don’t worry. We can make this work.”

Landon wasn’t so sure. His entire life was a series of fuckups, starting with his father and ending with Olivia.

Please don’t let anything end for Olivia.

He swallowed hard again, and then a thought hit. “How long will the amino acid sequence remain traceable in human blood?”

“In a vial?”

“Or a pint. Yeah.”

She blew out a breath. “I don’t know. Two days. Three max. The greater the sample, the longer it should remain active.”

Three days might be enough time.

“What are you thinking?”

“I’m not sure yet. Let me talk to a few people. I might have a way to slow the Red Brotherhood down and give us all a little more time.”

“Okay,” she said cautiously. “Keep me posted.”

“I will.” His throat closed, and a dozen different emotions, most of which he never let in, bombarded him from every side. “Thanks, Dani. I don’t know how to . . .”

“You don’t owe me any thanks,” she said softly.

But he did. He owed her that much and more. And they both knew it.

“You know I’d do anything for you, Landon.”

He knew that too. Though why he’d never understand. He just hoped he didn’t let her down.

This time he hoped he didn’t let her or Olivia down.
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“This is the stupidest idea,” Eve said, watching with her arms crossed over her chest and a worried expression on her face as Olivia tugged on a dark wig and ball cap.

“Danica said the tag will stay active for up to three days outside the body.” Landon handed Olivia a light jacket but didn’t meet her eyes. He hadn’t told her she had only two weeks before her organs started to shut down. Couldn’t bring himself to think about that happening. All she and the others knew was that there was a chance the amino acid strand could turn unstable at some point, but he hadn’t elaborated on when that would happen. If he thought too much about that . . . 

Yeah, if he did he might lose it. And right now he had to keep it together for Olivia’s sake.

“That won’t give us a ton of time,” Marley said, pulling her blonde hair back into a ponytail, then dropping to a chair in the living area of the safe house as she tugged on Olivia’s white Keds. “But it’ll confuse the Red Brotherhood enough so they’ll have to split their focus.”

She was dressed in capri jeans, a white T-shirt, and a thin sweater, as Olivia had been dressed when she’d come to see Landon in Barcelona, and without the glasses, from a distance, Landon was pretty confident no one would be able to tell the difference between the two women.

“Can Crossler create the serum in that time frame?” Marley asked.

Landon sure the hell hoped so. They all thought they were working against the clock before the tag in the blood sample they’d drawn from Olivia’s arm expired. He knew differently. “Yeah. Should be enough time.”

Dressed in jeans and a white button-down, Ryder stepped into the room with a black duffel slung over his shoulder. “I’ve got the jet fired up at the airstrip and a second in the hangar on standby.”

“Good.” Landon turned Ryder’s way. “We’ll wait until Marley’s plane is in the air before we take off.”

Ryder frowned as he leaned over and unzipped the duffel so Landon could see inside. A host of weapons filled the bag—two SIG Sauer P220s, a Glock 17, an M4A1 carbine rifle, M67 hand grenades, flashbang grenades, smoke grenades, and extra ammo. “I got everything you asked for. I’m still not wild about this plan of yours, though. You’ll be sitting ducks until Crossler gets the serum right.”

Landon pawed through the bag, then zipped it back up and tossed it over his shoulder. “I know how to hide. I also know the area. Those fuckers don’t. We’ll be fine.”

“I agree with Ryder,” Eve said, dropping her arms. “Archer and I are going with you. You need more eyes.”

“Eve,” Olivia cut in. “We’ll be fine.”

“No.” Landon didn’t bother to glance at Eve or Olivia. “By now they know exactly who Olivia is. They’ll expect her sister to stay with her. You go with us and they’ll know Marley’s plane is just a decoy.”

“Landon’s right,” Marley said, pushing to her feet and tugging on a UK Wildcats cap so her ponytail stuck out the hole in the back. “Our goal is to draw their eyes away from Olivia. We stick to the plan and everything’s smooth as silk.”

“I still don’t like the idea of Marley being used as the decoy,” Ryder said. “She’s more valuable here with me tracking the Red Brotherhood and figuring out how the DIA is or isn’t involved.”

Landon glanced at his watch. They were running out of time. They didn’t have hours to stand around dickering out the details. Dammit, they’d already been through them a dozen times. “Marley’s the only one who can pull this off.”

“Why not dress Eve up like her sister?” Ryder asked.

Marley cut a glare toward her boss. “Eve has to go with us. Haven’t you been listening? They saw her in Sardinia. They know Eve won’t leave her sister. Get real, Jake. I realize you don’t want me participating in any of the ops, but this is about as tame as it gets. Get on a plane, get off the plane. Piece of cake. Besides, you’ll have Hedley here. He can help you track down info on the Red Brotherhood.”

Landon caught the clip to Marley’s voice. It irked her beyond belief that Ryder never let her work in the field. He also saw the flash of irritation in Ryder’s eyes. His boss knew as well as anyone that nothing ever went as planned, but Landon didn’t have time to stress over what was happening with the rest of the group. He needed to get Olivia to Dani so the girl could neutralize that damn amino acid before it did irreversible damage.

Ryder narrowed his dark gaze on Marley. “You and I need to have a few words.”

Marley rolled her blue eyes.

Archer stepped into the room carrying a small red cooler. “Hedley’s got the car out front ready to go. Second vehicle’s in the garage.”

Landon breathed a quick sigh of relief. Finally, they could get this show on the road. He reached for the keys Archer held out. “Thanks.”

Scowling, Ryder cut his glare from Marley and glanced at his watch. “Okay, it’s oh-eight-thirty. I want a status report from each of you by ten-hundred. Stone and Bentley are en route to Crossler’s location to secure the area. Miller, as soon as I have confirmation on their arrival, I’ll let you know.”

Landon nodded. He glanced toward Olivia. Her eyes were huge as she looked from face to face. They hadn’t spoken privately since he’d noticed the spot on her arm, nor had he asked how she was doing since he’d relayed his abbreviated conversation with Dani to her and the group. He knew she had to be freaking out, but he couldn’t worry about that now. All that mattered was getting her where she needed to go and keeping her safe, and if that meant locking away every single emotion he’d had for her since the day they’d met, then that was exactly what he needed to do. Because giving in to those emotions had made him weak. And weak hadn’t just put her in danger, it was going to get her killed if he didn’t pull his shit together.

“You ready?” he asked her.

She nodded. “Yeah. As ready as I think I’ll ever be.”

At least that made one of them.

[image: flueron.jpeg]
 
Olivia’s nerves were strung tight as a drum.

Her fingers tightened around the armrest of her chair on the private jet Ryder had arranged. They were still parked in the hangar, but the doors were now open, and bright morning sunlight filtered into the enormous building. The plane rumbled, telling her the engines were coming to life. She glanced past the leather seats and fancy interior toward the open cockpit door where Landon was leaning against the wall, quietly speaking with the pilots.

Were they talking about the radioactive substance in her body? She tugged off the dark wig and tossed it on the ground at her feet, then fluffed her hair and swiped a hand across her brow, still having trouble believing that one. She didn’t know a thing about science, but Eve, Zane, and even Ryder all obviously believed it was possible. She felt totally fine, though. Pulling her sleeve back, she glanced down at the black spot on the inside of her arm. It hadn’t changed shape or color since last night. It was highly possible they were all totally overreacting. No one had even tested her blood, for crying out loud. How could they know what was going on inside her body?

Because this is the kind of crazy world they live in, a voice in her head whispered. Because this is the shit spies and terrorists and people like Landon do best.

Her gaze drifted back to his broad shoulders and muscular body in the jeans and gray T-shirt he wore, blocking her view out the windshield of the posh plane. He hadn’t said more than two words to her since he’d forced her out of bed and told her to get dressed, and a big part of her was frustrated by that fact. She’d felt closer to him last night than she ever had, and she knew he’d felt it too. Then all this had happened, and he’d totally pulled back. He was a complex blend of emotions and duty, and she was so frustrated with this two steps forward, one step back dance they seemed to be doing, she wanted to scream.

Just frickin’ talk to me. She thought about yelling the words, but stopped herself. She knew he was stressed. She knew he was in black ops mode, working like hell to get her help, and her flipping out wouldn’t help matters. But dammit . . . she was freaking out. It was all she could do not to keep thinking about what kind of damage something radioactive was doing to the inside of her body. Was it too much to ask that he show her a fraction of the compassion he’d shown her last night?

Don’t think crazy thoughts. Stay calm. Everything’s going to be okay.

She repeated the words in her head as the plane rumbled forward, and she gripped the armrest at her side. They moved toward the hangar doors. Landon closed the cockpit door and headed in her direction. But he didn’t look up, didn’t make eye contact. Just dropped into the seat next to her, reached over and yanked on her seat belt until it felt like it was cutting off her blood flow, then buckled his own.

“Marley’s plane just lifted off,” he said, still not looking at her. “The signal won’t split until we’re a good five miles apart.”

Growing more frustrated by the minute with his blasé attitude, Olivia glanced out the window as the jet left the hangar and headed for the runway. Her mind drifted to the blood sample she’d given, which was now stored in that cooler Zane had been carrying. As long as the radioactive amino acid in the sample was transmitting a signal, the people following them wouldn’t be able to figure out which plane held the real her. It was still dangerous, though. The Red Brotherhood or whoever the hell those people were would probably send thugs after both of them.

“I don’t want anyone to get hurt.”

“Eve and Archer know what to do. They’ll make sure Marley’s safe.”

Olivia was confident Eve knew how to take care of herself, but she didn’t like the fact her sister’s life was now in jeopardy because of her. And she had a feeling Jake Ryder wouldn’t put up with anything happening to his assistant either.

She wondered about that relationship. Wondered if there was something going on between them or if she was just misreading the situation. Glancing toward Landon, she was about to ask, but noticed his head was leaned back against the headrest, his eyes were closed, his hands crossed over his abdomen. He looked to be on the verge of relaxing, but his jaw ticked beneath the scruff on his skin, and she quickly sensed the stress and worry radiating off him.

If there was one thing she knew about the man next to her, it was that he carried the weight of the world on his shoulders. He felt responsible for what had happened to her. But this wasn’t his fault. And even though she was stressed to the max, she trusted that he’d keep her safe. She’d always believed that, right from the first moment they’d met.

She laid her hand over his against his abdomen, then squeezed. “Everything will be fine, right?”

For a heartbeat, he didn’t answer. Then the plane’s engines roared, and the jet rocketed down the runway. Without opening his eyes, he moved his—and her hand—to the armrest between them. “Sure. Yeah. Absolutely.”

But there was a hint of something skeptical in his words. A whisper of doubt she caught loud and clear. And it caused tiny warning signals to blare in her head.

He pulled his hand out from beneath hers, placed his on top, and held her trapped between the cool armrest and the warmth of his skin until the jet’s wheels lifted off. They climbed into the air in silence, and as they passed through the wispy clouds, she wanted to ask what he meant, what he was thinking, but something held her back.

Was there more he wasn’t telling her? She replayed everything he’d said since he’d hung up with Danica Crossler, every conversation they’d had since last night, but came up empty. If there was something else going on, if there was something he was keeping from her, then she had every right to know.

A bell dinged, indicating they’d passed ten thousand feet, and Landon quickly let go of her hand, unlatched his seat belt, and moved toward the back of the plane.

Confused, Olivia turned and watched him go. He headed into the galley, reached for a glass, and poured a generous shot of amber liquid.

He was drinking. Whiskey, it looked from here. Marley had said he never touched the hard stuff.

Stomach swirling, Olivia unlatched her seat belt and gripped the back of the captain’s chairs as she made her way down the aisle toward him. “Landon, what’s going on?”

“Nothing.” He downed the shot, then poured himself a second. Her gaze darted to the bottle. Definitely whiskey. Jameson.

Bullshit it was nothing. And she was tired of being treated like an afterthought. “Either tell me what’s really going on, or I’ll have them take us right back to Naples.”

“You won’t do that.”

The calm timbre to his voice only set her more on edge. She watched as he downed the second shot. And the way he still refused to look at her, the way he was acting like all of this was no big deal, shot her temper right through the roof. “Watch me.”

She turned for the cockpit, but he caught her arm before she got two steps away. “Stay away from the pilot, Olivia. Just sit down and stay out of trouble.”

“Why? Does he know what you’re not telling me?”

Landon dropped his arm as if just touching her burned his fingertips and frowned down at her. “I’ve told you everything.”

“No, I think you’ve told me what you want me to hear. I know when you’re hiding something, and you’re definitely doing it now. This concerns me. I have a right to know what’s really going on.”

A vein in his temple pulsed. “It wouldn’t concern you at all if you’d listened to me and stayed the hell away like I tried to get you to do for months.”

Her eyes widened. “So this is all my fault now?”

“Yeah,” he said, his face growing taut, his jaw hard. “It is your fucking fault. There’s a reason I never went to visit you. A reason I told you we needed to stop freakin’ texting. Because you’re not tough enough to deal with the shitty world I live in. If you’d stayed in Idaho where you belong, none of this would have ever happened.”

Disbelief whipped through her. Where she belonged? He hadn’t actually just said that, had he? “I think I’ve proved I’m plenty strong. News flash, Landon. I don’t have to kick someone’s ass to be able to deal with what’s going on.” She nodded toward the open whiskey bottle on the counter. “You’re the one who’s obviously got coping issues here. Not me.”

She moved for her chair, but he blocked her. “I didn’t ask you to go to Barcelona. I didn’t ask you to fucking follow me.”

“Oh, so now I’m the pathetic puppy dog? You’re the one who followed me last night, or did you forget?”

“No, I didn’t forget. Just as I didn’t forget it was a mistake. I shouldn’t have gone after you last night. Hell, I shouldn’t have opened the hotel room door in Barcelona when you knocked. No, what I should have done was just fuck that woman I took back to my room and forgotten about you like I planned.”

A sharp pain lanced Olivia’s chest, and the air left her lungs, as quick as if he’d punched her. She took a step back, away from him, and every muscle in her body flared as if it were suddenly on fire.

“Well,” she managed when she could find her voice, “I’m sorry I got between you and some random slut. I’m sure you and the venereal-disease-wielding terrorist would have been perfectly happy together. Maybe if you go back to Sardinia, you can find the bitch.”

She shoved past him, this time pushing her arm and shoulder into him hard enough to knock him out of her way, and marched toward the cockpit. She was happy when he didn’t try to stop her. Happy when the door handle turned and she moved into the brightly lit space without him following.

The pilot—she couldn’t remember his name—turned and looked up at her. “Ms. Wolfe. Anything I can help you with?”

She glanced from the pilot to the navigator, who was also looking at her with a curious expression. She’d never been in a cockpit before. On commercial—normal—flights they kept them locked off. But then nothing about her current situation was normal, now was it? “No. Not really. I was just wondering how long our flight time is.”

The navigator checked his charts, then looked back at her. “ETA is roughly eight hours. Sit back, have a drink, maybe watch a movie, and relax. We’ll be wheels down before you know it.”

Relax. Right. Like that was possible. Olivia clenched her jaw and drew a calming breath, refusing to go back into the main cabin just yet. He wished he’d fucked someone else? He wished they’d never met? Suddenly she was wishing the same damn thing.

She glanced toward the jump seat to her right, then to the pilot. “If it’s okay with both of you, would you mind if I sat up here for a while and watched? Aviation totally fascinates me.”

The pilot lifted his brows. “Bores the shit out of me, but sure. Have a seat. My name’s Tony, this is Ben. We’re always up for an attractive woman’s company.”

Olivia pulled the seat down and moved the straps out of the way, then sat. See that? Fuck you, Landon. She didn’t need him. She didn’t need anyone.
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Son of a bitch . . . 

Landon dropped his head, leaned back against the seat behind him, and rubbed a hand over his face. As if he hadn’t already fucked things up enough, now he’d made Olivia feel like shit.

Nerves gathered in his chest, tightening his muscles, making it hard to breathe. He wasn’t sure why he’d said those things. Okay, yeah, that was bullshit. He knew why. Because he was a total asshat. Because she’d dug her way in and gotten closer than he’d ever let anyone else get. And because that fact scared the shit out of him. Fucked with his head. Shut down every rational brain cell when he thought of her not walking away from this.

He dropped his hand when he realized it was shaking. Curling his fingers into a fist, he flexed and relaxed his hand, waiting for it to calm the raging anger and fear inside him. Waiting for Olivia to come back out so he could apologize.

He looked toward the cockpit door. When long minutes passed and she still didn’t return, he swallowed his pride and went after her.

Laughter echoed from beyond the door. Those nerves drew tighter as he pulled it open and looked inside.

The navigator turned his direction and grinned. “It’s party central in here. Y’all are really strange, ’cause I’d rather be out there in those comfortable chairs than stuck in here with this guy.”

Ben pointed his thumb toward the pilot. Tony frowned and flipped him the bird.

They were good guys, friends of Ryder’s, but Landon wasn’t here for them.

He looked down at Olivia, sitting in the jump seat to his right, her arms crossed over her chest, her gaze fixed on the instruments panel past him, trying hard not to look his direction.

She was pissed. She had every right to be.

“Can I talk to you?” he asked quietly.

A muscle in her jaw ticked. “I’m pretty sure you said everything that needed to be said.”

“Livy,” he sighed. “Five minutes, okay?”

Tony and Ben were both silent. Landon wasn’t sure what Olivia had told them, but he didn’t care. He had to fix this.

“Fine.” She pushed to her feet. “Five minutes.”

She moved past him back into the cabin. And, feeling like a complete asshole, Landon pulled the door closed and followed.

“Look,” Olivia said when she reached the first row of captain’s chairs. “Ben said we’ve got like eight hours. So just say what you want to say and get it over with. I’m tired and would like to take a nap before we get there.”

He captured her hand. Surprise filled her eyes when she turned to look at him, but he didn’t let it stop him. He moved into her, pulled her close so her body brushed his, wrapped his arms around her, and closed his eyes.

She tensed against him, tried to push away, but he held on tighter, not letting her go.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I’m a total dickhead. I didn’t mean those things. I’m just . . . I’m afraid, okay? I’ve never been so afraid. It’s my fault. All of this is my fault.”

She was silent. But slowly, her muscles relaxed, and her fists unclenched against his shirt until her palm was lying right over his heart. “No, it’s not.”

He held her closer, knowing she was just trying to make him feel better. Knowing he didn’t deserve it. “Yes, it is. If I’d been strong enough to keep my distance . . . If I’d just stopped texting you, none of this would have happened. But I couldn’t because . . . Because you were like this ray of sunshine in my dark, dreary life, and I . . . I wanted you. I’ve wanted you ever since you opened your eyes in that hospital room in Seattle. You’re stronger than I am, Livy. So much stronger. I lied when I said that. I don’t know why I said it. You haven’t once freaked out on me, and I’ve lost it several times now. I won’t be able to handle it if something happens to you. I can’t lose you. I won’t . . .”

Words clogged in his throat. He sifted one hand into her hair and lowered his face to her neck, holding her close, letting her heat and warm breath infuse his skin, just needing this. Needing her.

“Dammit, Landon.” Her hands moved around his waist. Her fingertips slid up his spine. She turned her lips against his throat. “You won’t lose me. You can’t. Just don’t shut me out.”

He didn’t know how to stop himself from doing that. Distance was the element that had kept him alive for thirty-two years. But in that moment, as he held her and soaked her in, he knew why the DIA kept the men in his unit isolated. Because caring, loving someone, did make you weak. It impaired your judgment. It made you vulnerable in all the ways someone in his line of work couldn’t be vulnerable.

Her lips pressed gently against his throat, and all the reasons he couldn’t have her, all the reasons they shouldn’t be together disappeared in the ether.

He drew back, lowered his head, and captured her lips. She groaned and lifted to his kiss, her fingertips tightening against his back, her warm, slick tongue sliding over his until all the blood in his body shot straight into his groin.

No hesitation. No more anger. She was stronger than him. So much stronger it blew him away every time he thought of it. She had every reason to hate him, and yet she was showering him with all the love and warmth he didn’t deserve but couldn’t seem to live without.

His fingers curled in her hair, and, cupping her scalp, he tipped her head and kissed her deeper, tasting her sweetness, her fear, the same damn longing he’d been wrestling with for hours. His other hand slid down to her waist, then up under her T-shirt. His fingertips brushed the soft skin of her lower spine, and she moaned against his tongue, pushing her breasts into his chest.

This was what he wanted. Just her. No more worry. No more fear. When he was with her, he felt human. He felt normal. When he was with her, part of him actually believed he deserved to be happy.

He tipped his head the other way and kissed her again, sliding his tongue along her teeth, nipping at her bottom lip, dipping in for a sinful, erotic taste that made him light-headed. His other hand slid from her hair to her waist and then up under her shirt to skim the soft, soft skin of her belly. She sucked in a breath. Her hands moved down his sides and up under his shirt. Tingles rushed all over his skin wherever she touched.

He wanted her naked. Needed to make some part of this up to her. Needed her. Any part of her he could get.

He pulled his mouth from hers, desperate now to feel her skin against his, and yanked the shirt over her head. Dropping it on the floor, he found her mouth again and reached for the hook on the back of her bra.

“Landon . . .” Her voice was breathy. His name a plea on her lips as they brushed his, the sound sending his libido raging even higher. Her silky fingers darted up and under his shirt, and then she pulled back from his mouth, tugging his shirt up and off as she stepped back toward the long sofa behind her that ran the length of one whole wall. Desire filled her emerald eyes. The same searing heat rushing through his veins. The same damn yearning shutting down his brain, making him forget everything but her. “Come here.”

She reached for him, and he was powerless to do anything but give her what she wanted. His hand grazed her shoulder, sliding her bra strap free. He watched as the soft cotton garment fell to the floor, revealing the plump, perfect breasts he’d kissed and sucked last night. The ones he wanted to taste again right now.

“God, you are perfect. Perfect and so damn beautiful.” He stepped into her, slanted his mouth over hers once more, and kissed her deeply as he cupped her right breast in his hand and brushed his thumb over her nipple.

A shudder ran through her. Her warm, slick tongue teased his and he repeated the motion, while he lifted his other hand to her neglected breast and did the same. The tips of her nipples grew taut and firm against his fingers. Blood raged in his cock as he dragged his lips from her mouth across her jaw, then worked his way down her throat, desperate to make her feel good.

“Mm, Landon. I love that.”

And he loved the sound of his name on her lips. Loved the breathy cadence of her voice. Her eyes slid closed. She tipped her head back. He dragged his tongue over her collarbone and groaned himself as he lifted her breast in his hand and drew it toward his mouth.

Soft. Sweet. He laved his tongue over her nipple, loving the way she arched into him. Loving that she didn’t even care that the pilot and navigator were only feet away behind the cockpit door. Loving that she needed him so much she didn’t even notice.

“You taste so good.” He moved to her other breast, teased her nipple with his tongue, and then drew her deep and suckled. “Like spun sugar.” She groaned, and her fingers threaded in his hair, her nails scraping along his scalp until tingles rushed all down his spine. “Wickedly delicious.”

Those talented fingers clenched around his locks, and she yanked, dragging his head up. A quick shot of pain echoed from the spot, but then her mouth was on his, her tongue flicking over his with long, languid, wet strokes, her hands quickly wrestling with the button on his jeans until all he could think about was how tight and wet she’d be when he slid inside her. How incredible she felt clenching around his length.

His hands found her face, slid around her back and down her naked spine. The button on his pants popped free, and she quickly slid the zipper down. His fingers grazed the back waistband of her jeans, slid over the rounded globes of her buttocks. He closed his hands over her perfect ass and pulled her into him, pressing the length of his cock against her belly.

“Feel that?” He kissed her. “That’s what you do to me. How much you excite me.” He tipped his head the other way and kissed her again. “God, Livy. I need you.”

“You have me,” she whispered, turning her hand palm up against his belly and slipping her fingers inside his boxers.

His skin grew hot and tingly. Fire burned through his hips and groin. She pushed his pants down his hips, freeing his cock, and then her silky soft hand closed around his length, sliding slowly from base to tip until he groaned.

“Mm,” she said against his lips. “That’s what I want.”

That wasn’t close to what he wanted, but he loved everything she did. Loved whenever and wherever she touched him. Loved . . . her.

The words were there, on the tip of his tongue, but then her mouth closed over his again, her slick tongue gliding across his, dragging a groan from his chest. Her hand fisted his cock, slid down and up, squeezing, her thumb brushing the underside of the flared head until he shuddered. And then she was kissing his jaw, his earlobe, the soft skin of his neck, and all he could do was groan and let her touch wash over his body, let her take him anywhere she wanted.

“This is what you do to me.” She kissed his collarbone, his sternum, his ribs. And before he realized it she was on her knees, dragging him toward the warm, sinful wetness of her mouth.

He groaned at the first wicked touch. Her tongue ran all around the head of his cock and over the weeping slit. She did it again and again, lapping at him like dessert, just enough to make him mad. And when he was sure she was teasing him, when he was pretty sure he wasn’t going to be able to stop himself from thrusting into her mouth, that was when she closed her lips over the tip and sucked him deep.

Humid, moist suction bombarded him from every angle. Her tongue rubbed along the underside of his shaft. She drew him deep, dragging him all the way to the back of her throat, then released until only the tip remained in her mouth.

“Livy . . .” He braced his hand against the roof of the cabin, trying to keep his knees from buckling while she did it again. While she looked up at him, taunting him with her sexy eyes. While pleasure raced down his spine, cutting off the oxygen to his brain. This was not what he’d intended when he’d kissed her, but, damn, her mouth felt like heaven, her tongue was on fire, and when she opened her throat and swallowed—

Holy hell . . . 

He wasn’t going to last. Not if she did that again. And he didn’t want this to be about him. He wanted—no, he needed—to make her feel good.

His hands found her shoulders. He pulled back from her wickedly talented mouth, dragged her up, and brushed his lips over hers. She groaned, immediately reaching for him, her fingers sliding into his hair as she kissed him crazy and he worked the snap on her jeans free.

“I need you,” he mouthed against her, pushing her jeans free of her hips. “Right now.”

She moaned and traced her tongue along the edge of his lip. “Yes. Oh yes.”

He slid his hand inside the back of her jeans, over the curve of her ass, and down the sweet crease until his fingers pressed between her legs. He groaned as he kissed her, as she tipped her head and flicked her tongue over his, sliding into all her steamy heat, feeling how wet she was for him, knowing how excited sucking him had made her.

“These need to come off,” he mouthed against her, pushing the back of his hand against her jeans.

“Yes.” She pulled her mouth from his and pushed the denim down her hips, helping to wiggle out of the garment as fast as she could.

Landon kicked off his own jeans, then dropped to his knees while she sat on the sofa. He tugged the denim free of her legs and tossed it on the floor behind him. Then sucked in a breath when the soft, sweet lips of her sex came into view.

“Lie back,” he said.

A blush rose in her cheeks, but she did as he said, lying lengthwise on the couch. He lowered one silky foot to the floor and pressed her knee open, baring all her slick heat to his view. Blood pulsed in his veins. The scent of her arousal rose in the air around him, making his cock throb with the need to get inside her. But he wanted her begging. Wanted her writhing. Wanted to feel her come apart in his mouth first.

He leaned forward and breathed over her mound. She sucked in a breath, pushed up on her elbows, and looked down at him. His gaze lifted to hers as he did it again. As her body trembled beneath him.

“I love the taste of you,” he said in a low voice. A lusty voice. A sex-crazed voice. “Love how wet you are.” He dragged the flat of his tongue over her clit. “Love when you come in my mouth.”

She groaned and dropped her head back. He did it again, lapping at her until she shivered. He circled, then slid down to her opening, pressing his tongue inside as far as he could reach, then moved back up to her clit. Her eyes slid closed. She bucked against him and fell back against the seat. One hand found his hair and fisted, while he drove her mad with his tongue.

This he would never be able to get enough of. Her in the throes of pleasure, the sound of her impending release. Sex was a mutual thing for him. He liked the women he was with to get as much as they gave, but with Olivia, it was something else entirely. He suddenly didn’t care about his own release. His cock was hard and aching and desperate for attention, but right now all that mattered was giving her pleasure. Making her feel good. Feeling her come hard in his mouth until she was limp and sated beneath him.

He swirled his tongue around her clit again, faster this time, then closed his lips over the sensitive nub and suckled. She moaned. Lifted. Rubbed against his mouth. He answered by sliding his fingers along her dripping wetness, moving down until he found her opening, then pressing his index finger deep inside while he circled again with his tongue.

The air caught in her lungs. He drew back out, then pushed in with two fingers and suckled.

“Oh God, Landon. Yes. Right there.” She lifted her hips, tossed her head against the seat. Sweat slicked her skin. Every muscle in her body grew tight.

He knew she was close. Knew she was hovering on the edge. Needed to taste her explode in his mouth.

He drew his fingers out and in as he licked and laved at her clit, fucking faster and deeper with every stroke, searching for that special spot that would push her into mindless oblivion. And he knew when he found it, knew the moment her slick channel clenched around his fingers and a long guttural moan echoed from her chest that that she was coming. He swallowed her release, rubbed the pads of his fingers over that spot again and again, dragging out her climax. And felt it all the way through his own body as if he’d experienced it with her.

Her hand fell from his hair and landed against the sofa. Her body twitched. He pressed his lips against her hip, her inner thigh, stroked her slowly as he brought her down the other side.

He laid his cheek on her belly, shaking against her from the power of her release. Was already planning how he could make her do it again when her fingers tangled in his hair, when she lifted his head, dragging his face toward her mouth. “Come here, Landon. I need to feel you inside me.”

Those few simple words brought his own raging need right back to the forefront. Her lips closed over his, and her tongue slid into his mouth. He kissed her back and climbed over her, his pulse racing, his throbbing cock brushing her inner thigh as he moved. Those soft, sexy fingers of hers closed over his length and stroked him all over again, and then he felt her positioning him, felt her hips lift and her silky wet heat glide over his length as she dragged the tip of his cock over and around her clit.

She shivered, pulled her mouth from his, closed her eyes, and groaned. Circled her clit again. He dropped his mouth to the hollow between her shoulder and neck and gently bit down. Another groan echoed from her chest, and she lifted her hips higher, sliding his cock lower until he pressed against her dripping core.

“Mm, yeah, baby. This is my very favorite place to be in the whole world. Right”—he pushed in a little deeper—“here.”

She let go of him, threaded her fingers back into his hair, and lifted her hips. “Prove it to me.” She kissed his lips softly, sweetly, so damn tenderly, his whole body trembled. “Show me how much you love being inside me. Make me feel it, Landon.”

He was powerless to hold back from something he wanted just as desperately. He closed his mouth over hers and thrust inside her with his tongue, with his cock. Her slick channel stretched and closed around him, so tight, so perfect, he knew he wasn’t going to last long. She moaned into his mouth while he drew out, grunted in pure pleasure when he shoved deep all over again.

Skin slapped. Their bodies moved together in an erotic dance. Electricity raced down his spine with every stroke and driving thrust. Each time he slid out, she tightened around him, creating the most delicious friction when he pushed back in. He pumped into her, wanting to take it slow, wanting to draw out her second orgasm, but electrical charges were already snapping in his balls, and every time she moaned, every time her fingernails dug into his back, he couldn’t stop himself from moving faster, from pressing deeper, from driving them both harder toward a shattering climax he knew would feel so damn good.

“Oh, Landon . . .” She pulled her mouth from his, and as her sex clenched around him and her orgasm rocketed through her, that electricity sizzled and fired and rushed down his spine, exploding through his cock, blinding him with pure, mind-numbing pleasure, making every muscle in his body contract with the force of his release.

Long seconds passed, and slowly he realized she was limp beneath him and that he had to be crushing her. Pushing up on one hand, he looked down, worried that he’d hurt her, worried that he’d pushed things too far considering the stress her body was already under. “Olivia?”

Her face was tipped to the side, her hand and one leg hanging over the edge of the sofa. Her eyes were closed, but when he tried to ease back, she hooked a leg around his hip, stopping him from leaving all her silky, sexy heat. “Don’t you dare go anywhere. Not yet.”

Relief rippled through him. He relaxed against her, leaned forward, and pressed his lips against the soft skin of her neck. “I was worried I hurt you.”

“You seriously have to stop worrying about that.” She sighed. Lifted one hand and dropped it on his shoulder. “I liked that. Liked it so much, I think makeup sex now tops angry sex on my all-time-favorites list.”

He chuckled, amazed that she could be so lighthearted considering everything she was going through. Loved her even more because even though she had no reason to make this easier for him, she was. She made everything easy.

He pressed his lips against her neck and rolled them both to their sides. Her fingers slid into his hair, gently raking his scalp in a move that felt so damn good. Holding her tight, he breathed in the sweet lilac scent of her and closed his eyes.

“I’m gonna make this right,” he whispered. 

She sighed and snuggled into him. “I know you will.”

He pushed up on his elbow and looked down at her, needing to see her eyes to know that she believed it. He wasn’t sure why, but he needed that confirmation more than he needed anything else right now. “I’m serious. I will. I need you to trust me.”

Her eyes slowly opened, and she blinked up at him. “I do.” She leaned forward and kissed him. “Of course I do.” Her lips brushed his again, her fingers sliding along the scruff on his jaw. “But right now, I don’t want to think about it. Right now”—she kissed the corner of his lips, his cheek, the edge of the scar near his eye—“we have seven plus hours until we get where we’re going. I don’t want to spend those hours arguing. All I want to do is spend them close to you.”

She clenched around his length, still inside her. “Make love with me again, Landon. I’m not ready to be done with you.”

He opened to her kiss. Couldn’t seem to do anything else. He wasn’t done with her either. Not by a long shot.

Not now. Maybe not ever.
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“A friendly message from your captain, folks. We should be wheels down in ten minutes. Buckle up.”

A renewed host of nerves tingled in Olivia’s stomach as she smoothed her T-shirt over her hips and moved for her seat. Her body was loose and relaxed from three—no, four—mind-blowing orgasms and hours lying around the plane with Landon doing nothing but dozing and snuggling on that couch, but now that they were nearing the Caribbean island where Danica Crossler lived, all those worries and fears she’d had before lurched right back to the forefront of her mind.

Landon captured her arm before she could sit, slid his hands around her lower spine, and pulled her in close. “Everything’s going to be fine. You’ll see. Trust me, okay?”

She drew in a quick breath before he kissed her, sinking into the softness of his mouth. She did trust him. But she couldn’t shake this feeling that he still wasn’t telling her everything. And that bothered her more than anything else.

She nodded when he drew back, worked up a smile she didn’t feel, and then gently eased out of his arms and sat near the window. “There’s a cluster of islands down there.”

“Yeah.” Landon sat next to her, latched his seat belt, and then reached over to hers, yanking it tight just as he’d done when they’d taken off. “We’re in the British Virgin Islands.”

Olivia’s brow lifted, and she glanced toward him. “Seriously? I’ve always wanted to vacation there.” She looked back out the window at the green landmass below and the ripples of water. “How did she end up here?”

The jet started its descent to the small airstrip, and Landon leaned back against his seat. “Her parents had a nice chunk of cash tucked away, which she took after they died. Said she wanted to live someplace warm. Mostly I think she just wanted out of Europe.”

“Where was she before?”

“An island in Greece.”

Olivia glanced his way again. His eyes were closed, his hands folded over his abdomen, much as they’d been when they’d taken off from Italy. She knew he had to be thinking about the day he’d killed Danica’s parents—who wouldn’t this close to seeing the girl again?—and that her prodding couldn’t be helping, but she had so many questions about this girl he obviously felt something for. Who she was, what she meant to him, why he was still such a big part of her life.

But something in the back of her mind warned that now wasn’t the time to ask. He was clearly stressing again, and after the last few hours, after the distance they’d seemed to bridge between them, she didn’t want to do anything to mess that up.

She reached across the armrest, closed her hand over his—as she’d done before too—and squeezed. But she didn’t look at him or push him or ask all those questions she so desperately wanted answers for. She simply looked back out the window. “It’s pretty. When you said the Caribbean, I was expecting some remote third world island off the coast of South America. This is way more fun. Maybe I’ll even get a tan.”

From the corner of her vision, she watched his eyes open, watched him turn his head and look at her with a bewildered expression, watched a sweet, mesmerizing smile slide over his scruffy face. “You’re amazing, you know that?”

He’d said that to her before. She turned and smiled back at him, not feeling particularly amazing at the moment. Feeling nervous and scared and ready to be done with this adventure for good. Now more than anything, all she wanted was to curl up with Landon in some remote Caribbean beach hut and forget about the rest of the world, but she knew that couldn’t happen. Not yet, at least. Maybe not ever if he was going back to the DIA next week.

Dread slithered into her stomach to mix with the nerves and fear, but she looked back out the window at the steadily growing land so he couldn’t see her reaction and told herself that no matter what happened with him, she could get through it. She just needed to live in the moment and enjoy what she had right now. Not worry about a future that may or may not even be out there.

“Amazing is such a general term.” She worked hard for nonchalant when she felt anything but. “You need to come up with something more descriptive.”

His hand closed around hers against his belly, and he tugged on her arm, drawing her closer to him. Leaning in, he brushed his mouth over hers with a kiss that sent tingles all along her spine. “How about breathtaking. Stunning. Extraordinary. Heart-stopping. Electrifying. Arousing. Sexy as hell—”

A smile curled her lips against his mouth, and warmth bloomed all through her belly as the plane’s wheels touched down. “Now you’re just being overly dramatic.”

“—fucking hot.”

She giggled against his lips, and he dipped into her mouth and kissed her with that incredibly wicked, extremely talented tongue of his until the blood rushed from her head and went straight into her sex, making her ache for his touch again, making her moan and reach for him so she could have more.

He drew back long before she was ready to let him go, smiled, and tucked a lock of hair behind her ear. “Okay, how about simply perfect?”

The plane slowed and made a gentle turn along the tarmac, but Olivia barely noticed, because her heart was suddenly pounding in her chest and all she could see was his soft brown eyes looking at her as if she was the only thing that mattered. As if he really did think she was perfect for him.

God, she wanted to be. Craved it the way she needed air to breathe. But she wasn’t perfect. She wasn’t even close. She was barely holding it together, worried about whatever was inside her and what it would eventually do, and what would happen if this girl Landon thought so highly of couldn’t neutralize it. And she was scared. Scared not just of all that, but of what was going to happen with him when it was all over.

He glanced past her out the window, and the soft smile in his eyes faded. He reached for her seat belt, sliding it free. “We’re here. It’s a twenty-minute drive from the airstrip. We’ll be there soon. Get your stuff. I’m gonna go say thanks to the pilots.”

He squeezed her hand, then pushed from his seat. And alone, Olivia blew out a slow breath and reminded herself to live in the moment. 

Bright sunlight blinded her as she stepped from the plane minutes later. She held up a hand to block the blistering rays and drew in a deep breath of warm, salty Caribbean air, then moved down the steps. Two black Jeep Wranglers were parked only yards away from the plane, with two men lounging beside them. One man was dark, the other light, both were dressed in jeans, loose-fitting T-shirts, and sunglasses that made them blend in, but Olivia recognized the rigid stance and the tense shoulders. And without even asking she knew exactly who they were.

“Let me guess,” she said to Landon at her back. “Aegis?”

“Yeah.” He hefted the black duffel bag full of weapons that made her more than a little nervous over his shoulder and waved toward them both. As they drew close to the vehicles, Landon held out his hand and shook each of the men’s hands in turn. “Pierce Bentley, Raleigh Stone, this is Olivia Wolfe.”

Pierce Bentley, the fairer of the two, slid off his glasses and reached for her hand. Sharp blue eyes smiled down at her when he winked. “Welcome to paradise. I’m sure it doesn’t feel that way to you right now, but we’re here to make it as peaceful for you as we can.”

Olivia returned his handshake. “Thanks.”

Raleigh Stone, slightly taller than Bentley, bigger and rougher around the edges, gently slid the backpack Eve had packed for Olivia off her shoulder. “Y’all are probably tired. Your host has rooms and food set up for you both back at the plantation.”

Olivia glanced toward Landon, wondering just what that meant, but he didn’t meet her eyes.

He tossed his bag in the back of the second Jeep and took the keys Stone handed him. “Any problems since you’ve been here?”

“No,” Bentley answered. “Nothing out of the ordinary. But Crossler’s a pain in the ass to work with. She’s got people coming and going through that place right and left. I don’t know why the fuck she thinks security’s not important.”

Landon frowned. “Because she’s stubborn. I’ve been telling her that for years. We’ll follow you both up the coast.”

Olivia’s mind was once again spinning as Landon held the Jeep’s door open for her, helped her in, and then went around to the driver’s side. As the ignition turned over and they pulled away from the plane, a thought occurred. “We didn’t go through customs.”

“No.” He slid on a pair of sunglasses the guys had left for him on the console, handed her the second set, and then made the turn out of the small airfield. “Private island. The pilot has our passports. He’ll work it all out with the customs officials.”

“I don’t have my passport. I lost it in Sardinia.”

He pulled onto a small two-lane road. Towering palms lined the street, and white and pink buildings sat scattered between the trees. “Marley had a new one made for you when Eve and Zane picked us up in Tortoli.”

“Huh.” She looked out at the passing scenery as the wind whipped her hair across her face.

“Huh, what?”

“Nothing. I just find it a little ironic that you and the guys are complaining about Danica’s lack of security measures when any person can just get off a plane here and wander onto the island with hardly a second look.”

He chuckled next to her. “You’re right. We’re not in the US, and we didn’t fly into a major airport. But don’t worry, it’s safe. We’re just getting special treatment.”

They followed the first Jeep along a winding road that pulled away from a small village—the name of which Olivia never caught—and headed up the coast through a series of hills. Landon flipped on the radio, and steel drums mixed with a festive beat filled the late afternoon air. The sky above was clear and dotted with only a handful of clouds as the sun moved toward the horizon. Colorful bougainvillea lined the road. Coconut trees, tamarind, papaya, and white cedar rose on the left while the crystal-blue Caribbean Sea dropped off to Olivia’s right. She drew in a deep breath of the fruity tropical scents, loving the music, the warm breeze, and the smell of the water. Pierce Bentley had been right. It was like paradise—but every mile they drove toward some unknown plantation and the mystery woman who lived there lessened her enjoyment and set her back on edge.

The Jeep in front turned off the main road, and Landon followed. A large iron gate sat open, and as Stone shifted in the passenger seat of the Jeep ahead and waved his hand, Landon cursed under his breath.

They headed down a long drive lined on both sides by towering coconut trees. Oleander and hibiscus dotted the lawns. Beyond were banana trees and pineapple fields. Ahead, a colonial-style building sat at the end of the circular drive fronted by a fountain spraying water up into the air.

“Wow,” Olivia muttered. “That’s impressive.”

People milled around in front of the house. Local women in sundresses stood near the end of the porch chatting. A variety of children—all ages and nationalities—played in the yard. A small black boy, who looked to be no more than two, tromped through the fountain in nothing but a diaper.

“No fucking way this is secure,” Landon mumbled. He killed the ignition and climbed out of the rig, waving his hand at Bentley as he and Stone stepped out of the Jeep in front of them, clearly pissed there were so many people around.

Olivia unbuckled her seat belt and eased out of the car. Exhaustion plagued her. She hadn’t really slept on the plane, hadn’t slept much at all since she’d flown to Barcelona to see Landon, for that matter, but another kernel of worry niggled at the back of her mind. Was it just lack of sleep making her feel off, or something more?

A little girl in pigtails and a sundress ran up to her. She had to be about seven, Olivia guessed, her dark eyes sparkling, a wide smile splitting her coffee-colored skin to show off two missing front teeth. She handed Olivia a flower, said something in her native dialect Olivia didn’t catch, then a woman on the porch yelled something at her and she ran off before Olivia even had a chance to say thank you.

Landon stepped up next to Olivia, his shoulders tight, his mouth set in a grim line. He glanced at the flower and then quickly away. “Come on, let’s go inside.”

He ushered her up the steps. Columns flanked both sides of the covered porch. Double doors were already open, leading into the house.

“Son of a bitch,” he muttered. He walked into the main living area, which was large and open and decorated with a traditional Caribbean flare—wood furniture, bright cushions and throw pillows, a large fan twirling slowly above—but bypassed the people looking their way with curiosity and turned to his right.

Not knowing what else to do, Olivia smiled, waved, and hurried to catch up with him. He obviously knew where he was going, and the way she was feeling, she was pretty sure she’d be too tired to find him if she got lost.

“You don’t seem happy,” she said when she reached him.

“I’m not.” He moved down a curved staircase. “She knew we were coming. She knows what’s at stake here. She’s had plenty of time to get these freakin’ people off the property.”

He was pissed. She’d seen him ticked several times, but there was something about this that was different. Something she couldn’t pinpoint.

They dropped down one level. The walls down here weren’t as ornately decorated with moldings and fancy trim as they’d been upstairs, and as Olivia followed Landon along a narrow hallway, her nerves inched up little by little.

Alternative metal music echoed through an open doorway ahead. Landon didn’t bother to knock, just moved into the room, which Olivia quickly realized was a lab, set up with counters and test tubes and a huge island in the middle filled with all kinds of books and bottles and things she’d never be able to name. A door opened on the far side to another room, and above the back wall, high rectangular windows looked out at a view of the sky, letting natural light spill over the lab.

Landon perched his hands on his hips. “How the hell can you hear anything with that shit blaring?”

The dark-haired woman wearing low-rise denim shorts and a coral tank looked up from where she stood at the counter across the room jotting notes on a piece of paper. Her eyes focused on Landon, then a wide grin spread across her face. One that made her look as if she’d just hit the lottery.

“Landon.” She dropped her pencil, flipped off the stereo beside her, darted around the counter, and threw herself into his arms. “I’m so glad to see you.”

Landon tensed. Olivia caught it. But he didn’t push Danica Crossler away. He also didn’t wrap his arms around her and pull her in tight the way he’d done to Olivia that night in Barcelona when she’d thrown herself at him in pretty much the same way.

“Dani,” he said, frowning, his hands resting on her hips. “Your gates are totally open. You’ve got people all over. We talked about this.”

She lowered to her heels but didn’t take her hands off his shoulders, holding on to him, Olivia noticed, however she could. A sly smile spread across her lips. “You worry too much. Most of them are leaving today. Don’t stress out on me.”

His frown deepened, and he dropped his hands. “Most of them? Why don’t I like the sound of that?”

Reluctantly, she let go of his shoulders, but she didn’t move away. “I was giving vaccinations today. There are a couple of sick kids on the plantation I’m treating. They and their families are staying.”

“Dani,” Landon sighed, rubbing a hand over his brow.

“I know, I know,” she said, cutting him off. “But I can’t just kick them out. Really, Landon. That would be heartless.”

“No, heartless is having them here when it’s not safe.”

“Well, then you’ll make it safe, won’t you? That’s your specialty.”

He crossed his arms over his chest and heaved out a long sigh, but the look he sent Danica didn’t hold any heat, and Olivia’s back tensed as she glanced between the two. She’d seen Landon pissed. Knew what he was like when he wanted something his way, but with this girl he seemed almost resigned to the fact she wasn’t going to do what he wanted, and he wasn’t about to push.

Danica suddenly turned toward the door, where Olivia stood in the background watching the exchange, and her eyes narrowed. “You must be Olivia.” She moved forward and captured Olivia’s hand in both of hers in a friendly, welcoming gesture. “I wish I could say I’ve heard a lot about you, but I haven’t. At least not any good stuff.”

There was a teasing tone to her voice, and Olivia sensed she was talking about her current predicament and the antidote they were here to get, but there was also something else in the girl’s words. A whisper of . . . was that animosity?

Olivia glanced toward Landon, who’d tensed all over again, but he didn’t say anything, and she had no choice other than to let this Dani chick pull her farther into the room. “Yeah, I am. This is quite a place you’ve got here.”

“Thanks,” Danica said. “We like it.”

“We?”

Danica nodded toward a chair and reached for a pair of latex gloves from the counter at her side. “Me and my staff. Didn’t Landon tell you? I’ve got about four or five locals who live on-site and work around the place. It’s way too big for me to manage alone.”

Olivia eyed the needle at her side. So they were doing the blood draw right here, right now? She hadn’t even had time to acclimate. Those nerves shot up all over again. “So you said you were doing vaccinations. Are you a doctor or something?”

Danica grinned as she tugged on the gloves. “Something like that.” She glanced over her shoulder toward Landon and smiled a wistful—what Olivia suddenly realized was a for-him-only—grin. “You really didn’t tell her much, did you?” Looking smug and way too victorious, she glanced back at Olivia. “I mostly do research. But I also run a free medical clinic and help the locals where I can. When did you eat last?”

“Um . . .” Olivia’s head was spinning. This girl was so freaking young. Not only was she a doctor and smarter than Olivia realized, she was also tall, thin, with gorgeous blue eyes and silky dark hair, and she had the body of a Victoria’s Secret model.

“This morning,” Landon said from across the room when Olivia clearly couldn’t find the words. “She ate a bagel on the plane about seven hours ago. She hasn’t had much of an appetite lately.”

“Hm.” Danica tied an elastic band around Olivia’s biceps.

Olivia frowned toward him. She hadn’t had much of an appetite because she was tired and stressed and dealing with a shitload of crap. And because he’d been distracting her with his mouth and fingers and that sexy body. Not because there was anything wrong with her. He was making her sound sickly.

“I’m fine,” Olivia said to the girl.

“We’ll see,” Danica answered, reaching for the needle.

Olivia tensed, but before the girl pushed the sharp tip into Olivia’s arm, Danica turned Landon’s way once more. “You don’t have to stay. I know how needles wig you out. Why don’t you run upstairs and get those guys of yours busy securing my house like I know you want to do?”

Landon’s gaze skipped to Olivia. “No, it’s fine. I’ll wait.”

Danica’s smile widened. “Always such a worry wart. I’m fine.”

When Landon didn’t move from his spot near the far counter and continued to look toward Olivia, Danica’s smile slipped. She glanced toward Olivia, then back at him. “She’s fine too. We won’t be long.”

A tingle ran down Olivia’s spine—one that put her on edge, one that told her being alone with Danica wasn’t necessarily a wise idea—but she too sensed that Landon had things he wanted to do and was torn between keeping an eye on her and doing them.

She was tough. She could deal with this. Besides, a demented part of her wanted a few minutes alone with this woman to figure out what was really going on between her and Landon.

“She’s right,” Olivia said, working up a smile for his sake, one she definitely didn’t feel. “I’m fine. Go. I’ll find you later.”

The tension eased from his shoulders. It was subtle, but Olivia caught it. And warmth bloomed in her belly when she remembered the hours they’d spent on that plane wrapped up in each other and the things he’d whispered in her ear when they’d been lying on that sofa, dozing together on the trip.

This girl didn’t have that with him. Olivia could tell from the way Landon touched her that the two weren’t lovers, though she knew instinctively that wasn’t from lack of want on Danica’s part. The girl clearly had some misplaced hero worship going on, but Olivia couldn’t blame her for that. Landon was the epitome of a hero, whether he wanted to be one or not.

“Are you sure?” he asked, still hesitating.

God, she was crazy about this man. More so every moment. “Yes. Definitely. Go do what you need to do.”

He still didn’t move, but this time Olivia sensed his hesitation wasn’t about whether or not to leave, but how he could get around Dani to kiss her without creating even more trouble.

Olivia smiled. Loving that even more.

In the end he sent her a one-sided grin. “If you need me, I’m right upstairs.”

When he was gone, Danica pressed her gloved fingers around the bend in Olivia’s good elbow, then slowly slipped the needle into her skin. Blood immediately began to fill the tube attached to the end. “He worries too much. It’s so irritating.”

It was. Olivia had to agree. But . . . part of her liked it. No one had ever cared enough to worry about her before. No one but Eve. “I think I’ve given him several reasons to worry. I haven’t exactly been easy to deal with.”

Danica huffed, pulled the vial off, and added a new one. Blood collected quickly all over again. “That’s the key with Landon. Never giving too much. Once you do, he loses interest. I’ve seen it happen with other women.”

Other women . . . A muscle in Olivia’s back twitched. “Landon mentioned he doesn’t come here very often for security reasons.”

“Oh, that’s true,” Danica said, switching out the vials again. “Not as often as either of us would like, that’s for sure. But he comes down a couple times per year. More lately since he’s been working for Aegis.”

A couple times per year was a hell of a lot more than Olivia had thought. Doubt crept back in to her mind. A doubt she didn’t like. “What does he do when he comes here?”

“Oh, you know, the usual. He updates my security system, lectures me about being too lax and trusting with the locals, fixes up parts of the house he thinks are falling apart. Then we just hang out and have fun. The last time he was here I took him to this really awesome street festival. He hated every minute of it, but he was so funny dancing on the beach after a few glasses of rum punch.”

Rum punch. Landon didn’t like to drink. At least not intentionally . . . unless he was really pissed like he’d been on the plane. Olivia shifted in her seat, growing increasingly uncomfortable with the direction of the conversation.

“He’s very protective of me,” Danica added, as if she could sense Olivia’s thoughts. “I think that’s why he sends me his paychecks from Aegis. He just wants to make sure I’m taken care of. He’s told me I’m the most important person to him. Women may come and go from his life, but . . . he owes me. I know he’s not going anywhere.”

She grinned down at Olivia, pulled the needle from her arm, and held a cotton ball against the injection site. “There. All done.”

Nerves vibrating, Olivia pressed her fingers over the ball and bent her arm at the elbow, watching as the girl labeled her vials and set them in a test tube holder against the wall. She calculated the number of months Landon had been working for Aegis, knew from her sister that Ryder paid his operatives well. Glancing around the room, she saw it in a new light, shocked and . . . highly disturbed by this new discovery.

She couldn’t fathom a reaction that extreme, but then, she’d never experienced the kind of trauma Landon had been through—or lived with the reality of being the cause. He struggled daily with what had happened to Danica’s parents. Marley had said it was the reason he’d taken a leave from the DIA. And she knew without a doubt that he didn’t want to go back.

Her heart softened toward him even more, and as she thought of everything he’d been through, everything he felt responsible for, she could easily see him telling this girl that he’d take care of her to try to make it right. But she knew in the bottom of her heart the words hadn’t been said out of any kind of love. They would have been said out of guilt. The kind that eats away at a person. The kind that makes you protective in a way you wouldn’t normally be.

The way he’s protective of you?

No, it wasn’t the same. She couldn’t explain how or why she knew it was different, she just did. She felt it. The same way she’d known to trust him from the very start.

A lump formed in Olivia’s throat. One she had trouble swallowing back. “He’s a very special man.”

“Yeah, he is,” Danica answered. “You were lucky to have known him.”

The fine hairs all along Olivia’s nape stood at attention.

Before she could ask what the girl meant by were, Danica turned toward her and pulled off her gloves. “You do know the odds of this working aren’t good, right? I mean, I have my father’s research, but it’s hit or miss at this point. I’ll do my best, but you really need to prepare yourself for the worst.”

“The worst?” Olivia asked hesitantly.

“Landon didn’t tell you?”

“Tell me what?”

“That you have two weeks to live—well, less than that now since you were injected several days ago—before the radiation begins to break down your cells.”

“Break down . . .” The words caught in Olivia’s throat. “What—?”

“Organ failure. Surely you knew.”

The blood drained from Olivia’s face, and tiny pinpricks of heat stabbed at every inch of her skin. She shook her head quickly, her throat dry, her brain in a tailspin. “No, I . . .” She swallowed hard. “He . . . He knew about this?”

“Landon? Of course. I told him what would happen when he called yesterday.”

Yesterday. Last night. No, Olivia didn’t believe that. If he’d known, he would have told her. He wouldn’t have—

Danica frowned. “I thought for sure he would have said something. I wish I had better news, but I don’t.”

Two weeks. Less than two weeks. She’d sensed he was holding something back. Sensed he wasn’t telling her the whole truth on that plane, but she hadn’t pushed the issue. She’d let him distract her with that argument and then . . . sex.

The room spun, and Olivia quickly pushed to her feet. Sweat broke out all over her forehead. She dropped her arm and the cotton ball, no longer caring if she was still bleeding.

“Olivia?” Danica asked. “Are you okay?”

Okay? Was she okay? No, she wasn’t okay. She was on the verge of fucking freaking out. She was going to die. Soon. No, sooner than soon. She was going to die in a matter of days. And Landon had known and not told her.

“I . . .” She turned a slow circle, not seeing the lab anymore. “Which way are the stairs?”

“This way. Here.” Danica moved toward a door at the back of the lab, pushed it open, and pointed up steps that ran to the back of the house. “That way.” As Olivia drew close, the girl cringed and wrung her hands together. “I’m really sorry. I thought he’d told you. I’ll do my best to help in any way I can but . . . Well, maybe it’s better you know. At least now you can be prepared.”

Be prepared.

There was no way to prepare for something like this. No way in hell.

She bolted for the stairs, needing oxygen, needing fresh air, needing to escape. But the bitter truth was, she couldn’t escape.

Not anymore.
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“I want the gates locked and any extra people moved off property,” Landon said to Raleigh Stone as he stood in the circular drive in front of the big colonial house, glaring into the setting sunlight. “I don’t care what Dani has to say. She’s got too many fucking casualties waiting to happen. Anyone who’s not well enough to leave on their own, we take to a local hospital and leave there.”

“You really think the Red Brotherhood’s gonna show?” Stone asked, a hint of disbelief in his voice. The former Army Ranger had run into his fair share of badass terrorists during his tours in Afghanistan, Iraq, and northern Africa, but even he knew the Red Brotherhood wasn’t a group you voluntarily messed with.

“Yeah, unfortunately, I think they will. And two men manning the grounds isn’t going to be enough. Not with the way Dani’s got people coming and going. I can’t be out here with you. I need to stay close to Olivia. I want you to get on the horn to Ryder and have him send a few more men down here to help out. The Red Brotherhood will probably start checking the area as soon as tonight, but they’ve got a five-mile radius within the tag location, and with the cluster of islands so close together, it should buy us some time.”

Stone typed a note into his smartphone. “Got it.”

Landon pointed toward the fence line, barely visible through the trees that ran all around the property. “I wired this place up a year ago. God knows what she’s done to the system, though. Central command’s located in a room on the first level. If anything moves, we should be able to see it. Assuming we can get the cameras up and running.”

“Bentley found the com room this morning. He’s been familiarizing himself with the layout.”

“Good.”

Stone tipped his blond head. “Have you thought about moving Wolfe off-site?”

Yeah, Landon had thought about it. But he couldn’t be in two places at once. And out here, getting Olivia five miles away meant taking her to a nearby island, which would make it damn near impossible for him to get back if something happened to Dani.

“We’re safer here together, locked down in the compound, where we can set up a perimeter and man a defense.”

He walked around the back of the house, across the yard, and showed Stone the zigzag steps that led down the cliff to the beach a hundred yards below. The sun was already setting on the horizon, casting orange and pink and purple hues all across the sky that Landon didn’t have time to appreciate. He pointed to a motorboat moored at a small dock jutting out into the water. “Last resort? That’s our escape.”

“Looks like fun.”

Not to Landon. Nothing about this situation was fun. “They’re going to divide and conquer. I counted fifteen men still alive at that compound in Sardinia before we left. Even if they send half that after Marley and half to us, that’s still seven or eight fuckers bearing down on us with one goal.”

Stone shrugged. “Piece of cake. Hooah?”

Landon frowned. “It’s ooh-rah, idiot.”

“Not to me it’s not. And you don’t want to get into a debate with me right now about who’s better, Rangers or Marines, because you know who’ll win.”

Landon huffed. Yeah, the Marines. By a long shot.

Out of the corner of his eye he spotted Olivia stumble out onto the patio behind the house. Her blonde hair was a mess around her face as if she’d run her hands through it several times, her face was pale, and there was a dazed look in her eyes, one that set him on instant alert.

“Find Bentley,” Landon said to Stone, “and get this place locked down now. We’re not waiting.”

Stone glanced over his shoulder toward Olivia, but Landon didn’t wait for the former Ranger’s questions. He stepped around the man and made a beeline right for Olivia, sensing—no, knowing—something was wrong.

“What happened?” he asked when he reached her. “Did you see something?”

Her eyes hardened. “I didn’t see anything, you asshole.” She shoved a hand hard into his chest, knocking him back a step. “I learned.”

Something was definitely wrong. Her hands were shaking, her eyes blazed with a fury he’d never seen before, and her voice was cracking, telling him loud and clear that something was seriously wrong.

“Hold on.” He held up his hands when she slapped at him again, not trying to avoid being hit, just needing to calm her down. “Tell me what happened. I can’t fix it until you tell me what’s broken.”

“You could never fix it. That’s the problem.” She shoved him again, her voice rising, her hands slipping against his chest so she stumbled. He reached to catch her before she fell, but she wriggled out of his grip and smacked at his hands to keep him from touching her. “This is my life. Mine. Do you get that? Not yours. You don’t get to make the decisions. You don’t get to control me or tell me what to do.” Her voice hitched, and she sucked in a deep breath. “You don’t get to call the shots.”

She was on the edge of hyperventilating. Several times he’d expected her to freak out and she hadn’t, so the fact she was losing it now not only set off warning bells in his head, it set every protective instinct he had where she was concerned to high alert. “Talk to me, Olivia. Tell me what’s happened.”

Tears pooled in her eyes. Tears that made his heart absolutely ache. He reached for her hand, but she slapped it away again. “Two weeks,” she rasped. “Less than two weeks. You didn’t tell me.”

Oh shit. Dani . . .

The blood drained from his face, and his heart dropped like a stone into his stomach. 

“You should have said something.” Olivia swiped at her tears with the back of her hand. “It’s my life, dammit. Mine. Not yours. I had a right to know. I get to choose how I want to spend what I’ve got left. Not you. Not . . . you.”

She turned back for the house, her shoulders shaking, her hands swiping over her face, and he knew right then he was going to lose her if he didn’t do something to make this right.

He darted in front of her, blocking her entrance to the house. “Hold on.” She shoved at him, but he didn’t budge. When she tried to step around him, he moved in front of her. “Just listen. I wasn’t trying to control you. I didn’t tell you because it doesn’t matter.”

Her damp eyes widened. “Doesn’t matter? Maybe not to you, but it matters to me. This is my life we’re talking about.”

“I know that.” His spine stiffened, and he clenched his jaw, his stomach churning that they were even discussing this. “But it’s not gonna happen, so I didn’t think it was worth worrying you.”

“Not going to happen? Do you have your head buried in the sand? This is happening, Landon. That stuff they injected into my body is going to kill me.”

He moved into her, grabbed her by the arms, and pulled her against him. “No, it’s not. I won’t let that happen.”

She stilled, and her damp, soft green eyes searched his for several heartbeats, then fell closed. “You can’t stop this. You can’t fix it like you fix everything else.”

“Dani can. You’ll see. She’ll make the antidote, and it’ll all be okay.”

“Oh, Dani. Jesus.” She pushed out of his arms. “That girl has every reason to want to see me dead.”

“What are you talking about?”

“She’s in love with you. She’s probably already picked out your china patterns, for crying out loud. She’s not going to help me. Why would she help me? She already senses there’s something going on between us. She’s going to do everything she can to get me out of the picture. Messing up the serum or acting like she can’t get it to work is the obvious answer.”

No, he didn’t believe that. And if Dani even thought something like that, he’d set her straight. Rapidly. His jaw clenched. “I’ll deal with Dani. Don’t you worry about that.”

She tipped her head and shot him a look. “What are you going to do? Bully her into making the serum?”

“If I have to, yeah.”

“God, you’re so freaking frustrating.” Olivia dropped her head into her hands and pressed her fingers against her eyes. “You can’t pretend like this isn’t happening. It’s real. I’m . . . dying.”

“No.” He brushed her hands away, cupped her jaw in his hands, and moved in close, tipping her face up to his. “I won’t believe it. I’m not losing you. I love you too much to let that happen.”

Her shoulders dropped, and all the fight seemed to slide right out of her. Slowly, she closed her eyes, and a single tear slid down her cheek. “Don’t do that.”

“Don’t do what?” He brushed the tear away with his thumb, his heart aching, his nerves vibrating with fear and anxiety and a panic he couldn’t hold back anymore.

“Don’t make me love you more than I already do. I’m trying to be pissed at you. I have every right to be mad.”

His heart swelled. She loved him. Loved him. Someone who didn’t deserve to be loved. Someone who hadn’t even known what the word meant before a few months ago.

He slid one hand into her silky locks. The other wrapped around her waist, pulling her in tight. He buried his face in her hair. “I’m not losing you.” Tears choked his throat and dampened his own eyes. “So just get that out of your head right now. It’s not happening. Dani’s gonna make the antidote, you’re gonna be fine, and everything will be okay. This isn’t the end, Livy. I won’t let it be.”

Her arms wound around his back, and her soft fingers tiptoed up his shoulders, then sank in. “You might not have a choice, Landon.”

But he did. Everything in life was about choices. He’d picked the wrong path too many times to count, done things he wasn’t proud of and wished he could change, but this—the way she made him feel, the person he was when he was with her—this was the right choice. She was worth fighting for. And he was willing to do anything to prove that to her.

“I’m not losing you,” he said again. “Believe me. Say you believe me.”

She didn’t answer, just held on tighter. And as he felt the warm wetness of her tears soaking through his T-shirt, he closed his eyes and prayed. Something he hadn’t done since he was a kid, hiding in his closet when his parents were fighting, wishing he could just fly away.

He prayed for a miracle. And hoped like hell someone was listening.
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The gentle rustle of wind through the palms outside echoed through the open window, mixing with Landon’s soft breaths in the dark bedroom where he lay wrapped around Olivia in sleep.

Ribbons of moonlight cascaded over the floor and the bed, highlighting the muscles in his shoulders and strong back. She ran her hand down the soft, bare skin, then trailed her fingers up into his thick, dark hair where his head rested against her chest. He hadn’t wanted to let her out of his sight since their moment outside. Not when he’d needed to finish the security check with Raleigh and Pierce, not when Eve had called to see how things were going and Olivia had lied and said all was fine, not even when he’d gone to have a come-to-Jesus chat with Dani.

That one Olivia had put her foot down about. She’d had enough of Dani Crossler for one day. Whatever Landon needed to say to the girl, Olivia hadn’t wanted to witness it. When he’d returned, he’d insisted everything was fine and that Dani already had Olivia’s blood samples spinning in the centrifuge to separate out the elements she needed to make the antidote, but Olivia wasn’t sure she believed that. The girl was smart. She’d been preying on Landon’s guilt for years. She knew how to get what she wanted. And it was glaringly obvious to everyone except Landon that what she wanted now more than anything was him.

Olivia glanced down at his face, his eyes closed, his long, thick lashes feathered against his tanned skin. He’d ushered her into this room as soon as he’d come back—close to the stairs so they could drop to the lower levels if something happened, but far enough away from Dani and the others so they could have some privacy. Then he’d proceeded to remind her all over again why she loved him. Because he cared like no one ever had. Because he knew just where to touch her to make her melt. Because he grounded her and made her feel alive even when she had every reason to completely freak out.

Olivia ran her fingers down his arm to his hand resting on her belly. The sheet was pushed down to their hips, and his legs were intertwined with hers. Even in sleep she could tell that he didn’t want to let her go, and she didn’t want to let him go either, especially when she remembered the sweet, intoxicating way he’d brought them both to a soul-shattering release. But it wasn’t up to him anymore. This wasn’t something he could shoot or fight his way out of. She was running out of time. And reality told her that every second she stayed here didn’t just put him, Dani, and even the Aegis guys guarding this place in danger. It could jeopardize the whole world if something happened to Dani before she could create an antidote for Cerberus.

Her chest squeezed tight with the knowledge there was really only one solution. Eve would be pissed when she found out. Landon might just lose it for good. But this wasn’t about either of them. It wasn’t even about Olivia. It was about something bigger, something greater, something she—a nobody schoolteacher from Idaho—had the strength to change.

Those who can, do. Those who can’t, teach.

How many times had her father implied that to her? How many times had he hinted that Eve was out saving the world while Olivia was simply stuck in a classroom hiding from it? She believed deep in her heart that teaching was an invaluable profession—one of the most important to society—but the last few years she hadn’t been able to shake the feeling that in some way her father had been right. She’d run home from Hollywood the first time a director had inappropriately propositioned her. Gone into teaching because it was safe. And justified it all by telling herself she was just being the responsible daughter who cared about taking care of their father. But in doing so, she’d squashed her dreams. And more importantly, she’d locked away a part of herself she hadn’t even known existed until right now.

This was her chance to truly make a difference. This was her chance to do what no one else could. This was her chance to finally make her mark.

Carefully, she lifted Landon’s hand from her belly and slowly slid out from under him. She held her breath as he grunted, rolled to his abdomen, and reached for the pillow, pulling it in and wrapping his arm around it. When his soft breathing returned, telling her he’d drifted back to sleep, she exhaled a relieved breath and reached for her jeans from the floor.

She dressed quickly, then turned back to look at him still sound asleep, his hand up near his face on the pillow, the sheet low across his sexy, muscular back. Her heart squeezed all over again. He’d be pissed when he awoke and discovered she was gone, but there wasn’t anything she could do about that. Someday—hopefully—he’d understand.

Quietly, she crossed to the bed, wanted to lean down and kiss him one more time but knew she couldn’t. In the end, all she could do was save him, like the dozens of times he’d saved her since the first day they’d met.

Tiptoeing out of the room, she closed the door softly at her back, then moved through the dark house, heading for the lab.
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“Goddamn it, Marley.”

Jake rummaged through a stack of files in the office he’d told Marley to use when they’d arrived in Italy, searching for Miller’s folder. He knew she’d made paper copies before they’d left Kentucky in case the system was down when they got here, but couldn’t for the life of him figure out where she’d stashed them.

He shoved a book to the side, knocking a paperweight off the edge of the mahogany desk. It hit the hardwood floor with a clank. Cursing under his breath, he pushed a file folder aside and reached for the one below, flipping it open and frowning when it wasn’t what he needed.

This was why he couldn’t afford for her to be out of the office. It wasn’t because he was worried about her safety or any of that crap, but because he’d lose his fucking mind if he had to deal with this kind of mindless shit on a regular basis.

“Yeah, got it.” Mick Hedley stepped into the open office doorway with a phone pressed to his ear. Tipping the mouthpiece away, he said, “File cabinet, top drawer, under D for DIA.”

Fucking A. That made perfect sense. She should have just filed it under D for dipshit since that seemed to be Miller’s MO lately. “Gimme the goddamn phone.”

He held his hand out as he wheeled his chair across the floor toward the four-drawer file cabinet against the far wall. Hedley handed it to him, and Jake tucked the receiver between his ear and shoulder while he stood and opened the top drawer. “Your filing system sucks.”

“It’s on the computer, Jake,” Marley answered in a you’re-so-freakin’-dumb tone.

He scrolled through files, searching for Landon’s info. “You know I don’t know how to work your damn system.”

“I could teach you in under five minutes.”

“Why the hell do I need to learn? That’s what I pay you for.”

She huffed on the other end of the line. “Did you find it yet?”

He pulled out the folder, flipped it open, and stared down at Landon’s photo. “Yeah. Finally. I feel like Indy-fucking-ana Jones, though.”

“Huh. Interesting. You’re not nearly as sexy as Dr. Jones.”

He dropped into his chair and wheeled back over to the desk, a smile tugging at his lips. “And you’re no Kate Capshaw. Oh, no wait. Maybe you are. She’s the chick who screamed and threw a temper tantrum all through the second movie, right?”

“Very funny.”

“Got your way, didn’t you? You’re on an op.”

“Yeah, this is a lot of fun. Iceland’s the bomb.”

Iceland was far enough from the Caribbean to draw the Red Brotherhood away from Miller and Wolfe, but the thought of Marley anywhere near the terrorist group dragged the smile from Jake’s lips. “Tell me you and the others are already in the air headed out of Reykjavík.”

“Not yet,” she said. “The pilots are refueling. Eve and Zane placed the sample in a Dumpster in town, though, so we’re all set. Should be out of here within the next hour.”

Jake breathed a sigh of relief as he moved the mouse over the pad on the desk and brought his computer screen to life. Hopefully, Olivia’s blood sample would continue to transmit a signal for several more days, and by the time the Red Brotherhood found it, they’d all be long gone and this would be just a memory. “Stone called. They need more men to secure Crossler’s compound. Sounds like it’s a mini-nightmare down there. I’m sending Tierney and Walker, but I want you, Archer, and Wolfe to head there next. I’ll rendezvous with you in the BVI.”

“The BVI. Sweet. I have vacation time saved up. Maybe I’ll just buy a bikini and stay for a week or two once this is all over.”

Images of Marley laid out on a sunny beach in nothing more than a string bikini popped into Jake’s mind, heating his blood, making his stomach tighten with the erotic vision.

“Ryder? You still there?”

Her sultry voice knocked him back to reality. He gave his head a swift shake, forcing that useless fantasy away. “Yeah. Sorry. Just pulling up the message now.”

“So the vacation thing. That’s a go, yes?”

Fuck that. No way in hell he wanted her parading around some beach half-naked for every douchebag guy to drool over. Aegis had an image to protect, after all. “No. I need you back in Kentucky.”

She huffed again, but this time there was no humor in the sound, and though he knew he’d just ticked her off, he didn’t care.

He scrolled through photos of the known Red Brotherhood associates his contact at the State Department had sent him only an hour ago and paused when he found the one that had caught his eye. “There it is.”

“You got it?” she asked.

“Yeah.”

Hedley moved closer to get a look at the screen.

“In the back of Landon’s file is the photo you’re looking for,” Marley said. “It’s the only one of Danica Crossler I have.”

He flipped Miller’s file open and paged to the back. To a picture he knew Marley had shown him when he’d told her he was hiring Landon Miller over a year ago. At the time she’d waved the photo and said, “This girl is going to be a problem for him,” but Jake hadn’t listened.

“Where did you get it?” he asked, still looking through pages, searching for the picture.

“Internet. You can find all kinds of shit there. Oh wait, you’re too old to know how to work something as modern as the World Wide Web.”

“Oh yeah, you’re hilarious. Remind me of this conversation when I’m doing your annual review.” He flipped a page, then froze. “Shit.”

“Why is that word so ominous?” Marley sighed. “What did you find?”

He glanced from the photo in the folder to the face on the screen to his left. Reaching across to the mouse, he flipped screens to the FBI’s Most Wanted Terrorists list. The same face stared back at him. “The link between Miller, Danica Crossler, and the Red Brotherhood.”

Hedley’s gaze followed, and the Aussie muttered, “Fuck.”

Jake pushed to his feet. “Change of plans, Marley. Do not go to the BVI. You hear me? Head straight back to Aegis headquarters.”

“Why? You said Landon needed extra hands.”

“He does. But not from Aegis. We’re handing this one off to the DIA. They’re gonna want to take the reins on this, and we’re going to let them.”
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Soft, silky fingers glided over Landon’s shoulder, moving down his spine and back up again, rousing him from sleep. He groaned, loving the feel of Olivia’s hands, loving every single part of her.

“Mm, you have wicked fingers,” he mumbled into the pillow beneath his cheek. Visions of how he was going to roll her over, pin those teasing hands of hers above her head, and take her again slowly were already filling his mind, sending the blood pooling in his groin.

“That’s nice to know.”

His eyes popped open at the sound of the voice behind him. A female voice, but definitely not Olivia’s.

He rolled to his side, diagonal in the bed, and pushed up on one hand, looking into a very familiar face.

“Dani? What are you doing in here?” The wheels in his mind sputtered. Moonlight spilled over her features. “Did you get it to work?”

Her hand slid to his bare hip. “Get what to work?”

Weird question. His brow dropped. “The serum. The antidote. Did you get it?”

“Oh, that.” Her fingertips moved against his hipbone. “Almost.”

Almost . . . He was obviously more tired than he’d thought. But when her fingers grazed the edge of the sheet, already riding low, warning bells rang in his head.

Holy fuck. He was bare-ass naked only inches from her hand. He tugged the sheet up, glanced quickly to his left, and discovered Olivia’s side of the bed was empty.

His eyes shot to the floor. Olivia’s clothes were gone too. Even her shoes were missing, an empty space now where he’d dumped her garments when he’d stripped her out of them piece by piece only hours ago.

Jumbled thoughts rushed through his head. Dani here, Olivia gone, him naked. This had major-ass fuckup written all over it. He swung his legs over the far side of the bed, clenched the sheet together at his hip, and pushed to his feet. “Where is she?”

Dani shifted on the bed where she was sitting and watched him walk around the room as if his being naked in front of her was no big deal. “Who?”

Who? She knew damn well who. “Olivia.”

Searching frantically for his jeans, he finally spotted them, hanging halfway off a chair. He turned away and tugged them on, then dropped the sheet when his ass was covered, not wanting Olivia to walk in and see him half-naked in a room—any room—with Dani. Son of a bitch, the last thing he needed was for her to get any crazy ideas about the two of them. He wasn’t interested in Dani. Never had been.

“Oh. Her.” Dani waved her hand while he looked for his shirt. “I saw her through the window when I came up from the lab. It looked like she was going for a walk. You know, Landon, she’s all wrong for you.” She crossed one leg over the other, her bare foot dangling in the air. She was still wearing the same short shorts and fitted tank she’d had on earlier, but her chestnut hair now fell over her shoulders, and in the moonlight she looked way older than twenty-two, and way more worldly. “I hate to see you get so worked up over someone like her. Especially knowing how weak she is.”

He stilled in the act of reaching for his T-shirt from the floor. “She’s not weak. You don’t have a clue what she’s been through.”

“We’ve all been through bad shit. But you and I . . .” She pushed to her feet, crossed the floor, and stopped in front of him, the look in her eyes shifting from friendly to predatory. “We share a connection you can’t possibly have with her.”

Her hand landed against his bare chest. She rose up on her toes and leaned toward his mouth.

Landon pushed against her shoulder and moved back just before her lips met his. “Whoa. Dani, stop.”

She stilled but didn’t ease away. “Why? You haven’t even known her that long. I’ve been here all this time. And you said you would take care of me. You owe me. You know you do.”

Pinpricks of ice stabbed at his spine. She was right. He did owe her. But not like this. He closed his hand over her wrist, pulling her fingers away from his skin. “Dani—”

The cordless phone on the bedside table rang, the sound echoing across the room with a sharp shrill.

Olivia . . . 

Landon dropped Dani’s hand, moved around her, and punched Talk without looking at the number. “Livy?”

“No. It’s Stone.”

Raleigh. Landon swiped a hand over his brow. “Why are you calling me on the damn landline?”

“Because you weren’t answering your cell, idiot.”

Shit. Landon patted the back pocket of his jeans and found it empty. He’d stuffed his phone there earlier, after his chat with Dani. Just before he’d come back to this room and distracted Olivia from both their worries with his hands and mouth and body. He’d been so caught up in her he’d forgotten to set his cell on the nightstand before they’d fallen asleep. He scanned the dark floor near the chair, searching for the small device.

“We’ve got a problem,” Stone said in his ear. “The northwest corner of the perimeter is down. Bentley’s checking on it but—”

Everything inside Landon stilled. His gaze darted toward the door. Holy fuck. Olivia . . . 

“How long?” He whirled toward the closet and pulled out the black duffel. Tucking the phone between his ear and shoulder, he pawed through the weapons, pulling out the Sig Sauer P220 and the Glock 17.

“Three minutes,” Stone answered. “It could just be a glitch. You said Crossler messed with the system and that it’s touchy. We haven’t ironed out all the bu—”

“It’s not a glitch.” He snapped a full magazine into the Glock and tucked it into the back waistband of his jeans, then loaded the Sig. “I’m taking Dani down to the lab.”

“What about Olivia?”

“I don’t know where she is. She’s not here.”

“Fuck.”

No shit. The whole situation was fucked. If this was the Red Brotherhood, they were earlier than any of them had expected. Which meant . . . either Dani’s estimate about the tags was wrong, or someone was leaking information to the terrorist group.

He didn’t have time to speculate. Landon pushed to his feet and tugged on his shirt. Gripping the phone in his hand, he said, “I’ll find her. Get that damn system back online, then get down to the lab as soon as you can.”

“On it. Miller, there’s something else.”

There was more? God Almighty. “What?”

“Ryder called. He found a picture of Danica Crossler. In it, she—”

The line went dead in Landon’s ear. He pulled the phone away, stared at it. Hit Talk again. Nothing happened.

“Son of a fucking bitch!”

Behind him, Dani said, “What’s happening?”

“The security system’s down, and the phone just went dead.”

Her face paled. “Wh-what does that mean?”

“It means we’re in trouble.” He tossed the phone on the bed. “It also means we’re moving.” After shoving his feet into his boots, he gripped Dani by the arm, tugging her toward the door. “Where did you see Olivia? Don’t think about lying to me this time.”

“I . . .” Her voice shook. “She was closing your bedroom door when I was coming up the stairs. She didn’t see me. I don’t know where she went. She walked into the living room, but I didn’t look to see where she was heading.”

No, because she’d seen her chance to make her move and she’d pounced. Pushing her behind him, he gripped the Sig in one hand and carefully opened the door just enough so he could look out into the hallway.

The house was quiet and dark. No sound echoed on the first floor. Slowly, he drew the door open farther and stepped out into the corridor. When he found it empty, he motioned for Dani to follow.

They made their way down the stairs to the lower level. He checked open doorways before they passed. Everything looked normal. Nothing out of the ordinary. Behind him he could feel Dani’s fear vibrating in the air, but all he could think about was getting her locked somewhere safe, then finding Olivia.

The door to the lab was pushed partway open. He hesitated a foot away and whispered, “Did you close this before you left?”

There was just enough light coming from the lab to see her nod.

Landon’s adrenaline shot up. He gripped the gun in both hands and moved forward a careful inch. Hesitating, he listened. A scratching sound echoed from inside the lab.

He nodded for Dani to move back against the wall. Eyes wide as saucers, she listened. When she was out of range, he shoved the door open with his shoulder and swung the gun in front of him.

Across the room where she stood at the far counter, Olivia lifted her head, dropped the pen in her hand, and gasped. The pen clattered against the Formica surface and stopped near what looked like an insulated lunch bag.

“Jesus, Livy.” Landon’s heart lurched into his throat. He quickly lowered the Sig and tucked it next to the Glock at his spine. “You scared the shit out of me. What the hell are you doing down here?”

“I . . . I was just leaving you a note.”

“A note for what?”

Olivia’s gaze skipped past him, to what he knew was Dani moving into the room, then back to his face. Nerves danced over her features, then darkened her eyes. “You were supposed to stay asleep, Landon.”

He was having trouble following her, but tingles ran down his back, and a strange heat flushed his skin, telling him something about this whole situation was wrong.

He took another step into the room. “What are you talking about?”

She grabbed the insulated lunch bag on the counter and moved back, toward the door on the far side, keeping the island between them. “I’ve already made up my mind, and you can’t change it. This is the only way things are going to work. I’m going to die anyway.”

His heart felt like it stopped, right in the middle of his chest. His gaze shot to the lunch bag in her hand, then to the open centrifugal machine on the counter.

“No.” She’d taken her blood samples. She was leaving with them. Taking the signal with her so no one could track her here. Saving him. She had no idea the Red Brotherhood could already be outside. “Olivia, wait.”

He moved to the right. She rushed for the door on the far side of the room.

Panic closed his throat, and he reached for the edge of the counter, trying to get past it. Olivia shoved the door open and took one step into the cement stairwell that led up to the lawn, then yelped.

Landon’s adrenaline went sky-high. He reached back for the SIG. Two burly men dressed all in black shoved Olivia back into the lab. The lunch bag hit the ground at her feet. At his back, Dani gasped. Landon pulled the gun and aimed his sights on the thug holding Olivia at the throat. “Let her go.”

“I wouldn’t advise that,” a woman’s voice echoed from the stairwell.

Footsteps sounded, and then the woman stepped into the lab. A woman who was supposed to be dead. “You’re not going to need that weapon, Mr. Miller.”

The blood drained from Landon’s face, and against the gun, his hands grew damp.

Victoria Crossler’s dark gaze skipped past Landon and landed on Dani at his back. “Hello, darling. I’ve been looking for you.”
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“Mom?” Danica gasped.

Mom? Hands gripping the forearm against her throat, Olivia glanced from Landon to Dani, then to the scarred face of the woman who’d moved into the room.

“Yes, it’s me,” the woman said. “I know this is a surprise, dear, but I’ve been looking all over for you.”

Dani’s cheeks were ashen. And Landon’s didn’t look much better.

This was the woman he thought he’d killed. Olivia’s mind scrambled for a name. At one point she was sure she’d heard someone with Aegis call her Victoria. A thousand questions whipped through Olivia, especially when she noticed the puckered burn scars over one whole side of Victoria Crossler’s face, but when she opened her mouth to ask them, the forearm tightened at her throat, cutting off her words.

“How . . . ?” Dani sputtered, taking a step closer to Landon. “Why . . . ? You were dead. I heard the fight.”

“Not dead,” Victoria Crossler answered, her icy gaze skipping to Landon. “Just injured. Luckily, my associates saw the fire when the lab went up in flames and pulled me out.”

Dani’s mother stood several steps ahead and to the left of Olivia. Dressed in slim jeans and a loose-fitting blouse, she was in good shape for her age, but her pinned-up hair exposed the intense scarring running over her cheek, down her neck, and across her bare arm. And it also left the tattoo on the nape of her neck visible for anyone to see. The same tattoo Olivia had seen on the people who’d taken them in Sardinia. The compass in a circle cut by two diagonal blades.

“Your associates,” Dani gasped. “You were already working with the Red Brotherhood? Did Dad know?”

“Of course your father knew. Who do you think got him connected? Your father’s work was very important to our cause. He made Cerberus for us. We were training you to join us when this man”—she nodded toward Landon—“got in the way.”

“But how . . .” Dani sputtered. “How did you know to come here?”

“Splitting the signal was a smart move,” Dani’s mother said, looking toward Landon, “but we know more about Cerberus than either of you. The signal fades rapidly outside the body.”

Faster than they’d obviously calculated. Olivia’s fingers tightened around the hand at her throat. The man at her back was big. Muscular. Landon’s gun was trained on his forehead, and Olivia could see that his gaze was skipping from one person to the next, calculating how and where to shoot to get her free. She ran through self-defense moves in her mind. The ones Mick Hedley had shown her in Italy.

“Put your gun down, Miller,” Victoria Crossler snapped.

“Let go of the girl, and I will.”

The second thug pulled a large black gun from his side and held it to Olivia’s head.

“I’ll not say it again,” Dani’s mother snapped. “Put the gun down.”

For a heartbeat, no one moved. And Olivia’s pulse turned to a roar in her ears.

Tension filled the air. Slowly, Landon lowered the weapon, but his gaze didn’t flick to Olivia’s. His expression didn’t change. She couldn’t tell what he was thinking or what he was going to do next.

“Kick it over here,” Victoria Crossler snapped.

He did as she said. The rasp of metal sliding over cement filled the room. At his side, Dani stiffened and moved closer to him.

“I’m tired of how long this is taking,” Dani’s mother said, picking up Landon’s gun. “Tracking these two all over Europe to get to you, dear, has messed with my schedule. So this is the way it’s going to work. Dani’s going to come with us, and no one will get hurt.”

“No, Landon,” Olivia blurted out. “You can’t let them take her. You know you can’t.” If they took Dani, they’d have the antidote. They’d control Cerberus completely. There’d be no stopping them.

The arm tightened around her throat, and she gasped as her airway was blocked. Pain spiraled up her spine. Her eyes flew wide as she grappled to breathe.

Across the room, every muscle in Landon’s body tensed, and his jaw clenched down hard, his eyes blazing. “Let her go,” he growled.

“We will,” Victoria Crossler said. “As soon as Dani comes along like she knows she needs to do.” She looked to her daughter. “There’s no choice for you here, dear. If you come with us willingly, everything will be fine. I promise. If you don’t”—her gaze skipped back to Landon—“I’ll kill him.”

She lifted Landon’s gun and pointed it at his chest.

Fear rushed over Dani’s young face. She looked to Landon, then back at the gun in her mother’s hands. Indecision warred in her blue eyes.

No, Dani, don’t. Tears formed in Olivia’s eyes. Tears of pain. But not for herself. This wasn’t about her. This wasn’t about Landon. This was so much bigger. “Landon,” Olivia gasped, pulling the arm away enough so she could draw a ragged breath. “Do something. You can’t let them take her.”

A split second of indecision rushed through his eyes. Olivia saw it. She didn’t want to make him choose, but he had to. He couldn’t save them both. He had to know that.

He pulled a second gun from somewhere at his back and held the barrel against Dani’s temple.

Dani’s eyes flew wide as saucers, and terror streaked across her features. “Landon, oh my God, what are you—”

“Drop your weapon,” Victoria Crossler hissed, fury flashing over her face. She closed both hands around the gun she was holding, but Olivia saw it shake. “Drop it or I’ll shoot you and my associate will kill your girlfriend.”

“Do it and Dani’s dead.” Landon’s voice was flat. Emotionless. Colder than Olivia had ever heard it. “No one wins here. Walk away from this before it’s too late.”

“Landon . . .” Dani cried, shaking. “Please.”

Landon didn’t move. Didn’t respond to Dani. Didn’t take his eyes off Victoria Crossler. His jaw was a slice of steel beneath his skin, and his eyes were as hard and lifeless as Olivia had ever seen them, but she knew in the bottom of her heart that he wouldn’t actually shoot Dani. He was bluffing. Playing the last card he had. And Olivia had never loved him more.

Rage rushed over Victoria Crossler’s face, pulling at the scars on her cheek and around her eye. Tense moments ticked by in the standoff. Her fiery gaze finally flicked to her daughter. “He can’t keep you away from us forever. We found you once, we’ll find you again.” She nodded to the two men at her back. “Go. Take the girl.”

“But . . .” The thug holding a gun to Olivia’s head looked right and left.

“We have other ways,” Dani’s mother snapped. “Go.”

The man at Olivia’s back yanked her toward the door.

“No.” Panic rushed over Landon’s face. His stance widened, but he didn’t drop the gun from Dani’s temple.

“You have something of mine,” Victoria Crossler said, inching backward as well, “now I have something of yours. Consider it payback, Miller.”

“Livy,” Landon said, his voice pained.

“It’s okay.” Her feet slipped as they reached the threshold to the stairwell, but the brute at her back hauled her up, keeping her from going down.

And it was okay. It really was. She was so damn proud of him for making the right choice. For not saving her. “Just keep Dani alive,” she rasped.

The door slammed shut in her face, blocking her view of Landon’s tormented features. And then she was dragged up into darkness.
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“Goddammit.”

Landon dropped the gun from Dani’s temple and lurched around the island, heading for the exterior door.

Dani crumpled to the floor. Just as Landon’s hand wrapped around the door handle, the sound of heavy footsteps echoed from the hall.

Instinct overrode everything else. Landon lifted the gun, whirled toward the door, and yelled, “Dani, down!”

Her scream rose up in the air, but her body hit the floor. The door burst open. Two more thugs, both decked out all in black, sporting Red Brotherhood tattoos and holding semiautomatic weapons, spilled into the room. Landon lined up his sights and pulled the trigger, nailing the first right between the eyes. His body dropped to the ground with a thunk. The second lurched behind a table and flipped it over as a shield.

“Dani, get back,” Landon yelled, moving around the counter in the middle of the room.

The girl screeched again and crawled rapidly toward the far end of the island, then climbed up onto the metal shelf flanking the long counter, kicking books and bottles aside as she shook. Landon darted toward the other end of the counter and fired toward the table. The ricochet of bullets hitting wood sounded in the room. The guy behind the table hurled a wooden stool in Landon’s direction. Landon ducked out of the way. The guy popped his head up and let off a stream of gunfire that lit up the room.

Dani screamed again, covering her head with her hands. Glass shattered, exploding in the air. Landon lurched to the ground behind the counter. His body hit the cement floor with a crunch. He rolled to his back and glanced up toward the ceiling.

Some kind of fancy lab equipment with large beakers filled with different colored liquids, glass tubing, and a multitude of Bunsen burners caught his attention. It stood six feet high near the wall, only inches from the psycho with the machine gun. Shifting his gun that direction, Landon fired multiple times into the apparatus. More glass shattered, hitting the man in the side of the face, the arms, anywhere his skin was exposed. Acid—at least Landon hoped to hell it was acid—scalded his skin. He swore and stumbled back, lowering his weapon two inches. Just enough.

Landon bolted to his feet. He lifted the Glock in his hand, braced the end of the grip against his palm, lined up his shot, and fired.

The bullet pierced the man between the eyes. He hit the ground like a board.

Crossing the floor, Landon kicked the weapon away and knelt down toward the terrorist’s lifeless body, feeling for a pulse. “Dani.”

“Oh my God. Oh my God. Oh my God,” she chanted.

“Dani.” He pushed to his feet, moved to the other terrorist, and kicked his weapon away as well. “Dani, pull it together.”

Footsteps pounded in the hall again. She let out an ear-piercing scream.

Landon lifted his weapon and whipped around. Raleigh Stone rushed into the room, gun drawn, eyes wide.

“Fucking A,” Landon muttered, lowering his weapon. “Where’s Bentley?”

“On the sat phone. All the landlines are down.”

Landon moved for the door they’d dragged Olivia through, urgency pushing him forward. He nodded toward Dani, still hiding under the counter, and pushed the door open with his shoulder. “Get her somewhere safe.”

He didn’t wait for Stone’s answer. He took the steps three at a time up to the back lawn. A light breeze rushed over his cheeks when he reached the grass. The lawn was empty and dark, only a scatter of moonlight illuminating the area.

Gun in front of him, he listened. Some kind of commotion echoed from the direction of the stairs that led down to the water.

“Olivia . . .”

He raced in that direction. The wooden steps zigzagged down the hundred yards to the water. He slowed when he reached the top and looked over the edge of the cliff. Victoria Crossler was already on the beach, running for a boat moored at the dock. He lifted his gun to take a shot, but the sound of a struggle echoed up to his ears, distracting him. Landon glanced to the side. Halfway down the steps, on one of the many landings where the stairs shifted directions, Olivia wrestled with the two men who’d grabbed her.

Landon’s heart lurched into his throat. He swung his gun toward the man Olivia was fighting but couldn’t get a shot off. She was moving too much, shifting right and then left, getting in the way. If he fired, he might hit her.

His adrenaline went sky-high. He rushed down several flights, lifted the gun again, closed one eye, and tried to get a better shot. “Hold still,” he muttered. “Dammit, Livy, just hold still for two seconds.”

She turned and shoved her knee into one guy’s groin. He stumbled back and bent over. The other guy grabbed her by the hair, whipped her around, and slammed his fist into her jaw. Her head snapped back. She staggered into the railing.

Landon’s vision went red. He aimed and fired. The bullet dug into the railing inches to the left of the brute who’d hit her. The guy looked up the staircase. When he spotted Landon, his eyes flew wide, and he lifted his weapon and fired back, shoving Olivia forward as he moved.

Bullets sailed by Landon’s ears. He ducked down. The stairs curved behind a boulder, and by the time he lifted his head to look, he couldn’t see Olivia anymore. He raced down the steps, staying as low as he could. On the water, far below, a boat’s engine roared to life. Reaching the landing where Olivia had just been, Landon rounded the corner. A fist slammed into his jaw.

He stumbled back. The gun fell from his grip. The shithead who’d hit Olivia lifted his hand and nailed Landon in the jaw again. “Fucking prick.”

The salty taste of blood rushed over Landon’s tongue. The blow rang in his ears. He glanced past the big guy still coming at him and searched for Olivia. She was already down on the next landing, fighting with everything she had in her.

A fist sailed toward his face. Landon ducked away from the blow, grabbed hold of the man’s wrist, and whipped around behind him, dragging the guy’s arm with him.

The man cried out in pain. Landon jerked the man’s arm against his neck, cutting off his airflow. The man gasped, reached up with his free hand to try to pry Landon’s away. Landon only braced his feet against the wood decking and pulled tighter.

The thug kicked out. Sputtered. Landon gritted his teeth and squeezed harder. The man struggled for air. Rasped. The muscles in Landon’s arms and legs burned as he held on, not letting go. A choking sound echoed in the night air. Another gasp for air. Then the man’s muscles went lax, and he slumped in Landon’s arms.

Landon released him. The terrorist fell to the decking with a crack. He stepped over the limp body and rushed down the steps, his only thought to get to Olivia.

He hit the next switchback and spotted her ten yards away. The guy holding her drew his arm back and slapped her across the cheek with the back of his hand. She cried out in pain. Stumbled. Landon’s chest constricted. His legs moved faster. Olivia righted herself, then raised her arm quickly, slapping the flat of her hand up into the man’s balls. He grunted and doubled forward. She gripped his head in both hands, twisted it to the side, and then jammed her knee into his balls even harder, shoving the fucker back with her momentum.

He crashed into the railing. It gave with a crack. He grappled for something to hold on to and grabbed a fistful of Olivia’s hair. She screamed as his center of gravity pulled them both back toward the ledge. Fear shot Landon’s heart rate into the triple digits. He raced to catch her. The thug’s body hit the rocks and bounced, and then they both disappeared over the ledge.

No. No! “Olivia!”

Landon rushed to the landing and looked over, fear and disbelief swirling in every cell in his body. Scanning the darkness, he spotted the terrorist’s body lying on the rocks far below. Sweat broke out all over his spine as he searched for Olivia. And then he spotted her, climbing up the ledge toward him, her fingers turning white as she gripped the rocks, her body covered in dirt, twigs sticking out of her hair.

“Oh sweet Jesus. Oh God . . .” Landon skidded down the hillside. Rocks and dirt went flying. He couldn’t think. Couldn’t breathe. Finally reaching her, he grabbed her as gently as he could and hauled her into his arms. She staggered into him. “I’ve got you, Livy. I’ve got you. Tell me you’re okay. Talk to me, baby.”

“I’m”—her shaking hands landed against his chest—“fine. I’m fine, Landon.” Her fingers curled in the soft cotton of his shirt. “Where’s Dani?”

“She’s safe. She’s with Stone.” Trembling, he wrapped her tight in his arms, buried his face in her neck, and breathed her in, amazed and awed and so very thankful for her all over again. “God Almighty. I thought I’d lost you. When I woke up and you were gone . . .” Words clogged in his throat, and he swallowed hard. “That was dumb. So freaking dumb. What the hell were you thinking?”

Her shoulders dropped, and she relaxed against him. “I was thinking about what you’d do. I was doing the only thing I could. They can’t get her, Landon. If you’d have been in my place, you would have done the same thing.”

She was right. He’d have taken that blood sample and gotten as far from Dani and her as he could.

“What about Victoria?” she asked against him.

“She got away.”

“That means Dani isn’t safe.”

She was worried about Dani right now? This woman never stopped surprising him. Even now. “Don’t worry about Dani. Dani will be fine. It’s you I’m . . .” A lump formed in his throat. His eyes slid closed, and he held her tighter, not wanting to let her go, even an inch. “Don’t ever make me do that again. I can’t make that choice.”

“You didn’t have a choice to make.”

His heart squeezed so hard, a swift shot of pain radiated all through his chest. He would never be able to forget that moment. Having to choose Dani over her. Knowing she was right—that it was the only thing he could have done.

He turned his head and pressed his lips against her temple.

Her muscles tensed against him, and she hissed in a pained breath. Easing back, he looked down, and a new sort of panic spread through him.

Her face was smeared with blood. Her T-shirt and hands were also stained red. Blood was even matted in her hair.

“You’re bleeding.” Frantic now, he checked to see where it was coming from. There was so much. “Shit, you’re bleeding.”

She pressed a hand against the side of her head and cringed. “I think I hit a rock.”

A quick look in the moonlight confirmed she had a two-inch gash across her skull. Blood poured down her skin.

Tugging off his T-shirt, he pressed it to the wound and placed her hand over the cotton. “Hold this here.”

He swept her up into his arms. Holding his shirt against the wound, she laid her other hand on his chest as he jostled her against him and picked his way back to the stairs. “I’m fine, Landon.”

“You’re not fine. Don’t freakin’ argue with me this time. You need stitches.”

They made it to the stairs. He shifted her higher in his arms and started climbing.

Against him, Olivia muttered, “You came after me.”

“I’ll always come after you.”

She smiled and leaned her forehead against his scruffy cheek. “I like that.” Drawing in a deep breath, she exhaled softly and said, “I really, really like that.”

So did he, so much more than he ever thought he could. “You didn’t need me, though. You kicked that guy’s ass.”

A smile pulled at her mouth. “I did, didn’t I?”

“Where’d you learn that move? You looked like a street fighter.”

“Mick taught me.”

Hedley. When they’d been in Italy. Landon was going to kiss the guy the next time he saw him.

He reached the top of the steps, and his feet stilled when he took in the scene. A team of men and women he immediately recognized as DIA agents were swarming the house.

“What’s wrong?” Olivia asked, lifting her head.

Slowly, he set her on her feet. “I don’t know. Keep that shirt pressed to your head.” He reached for her hand. “And stay close to me.”

They crossed the yard together and moved up the porch. Bright light blinded him as he stepped into the house. He blinked several times. A man in slacks and a dress shirt standing in the large kitchen turned in his direction. Recognition passed over his dark features. “Miller.”

“Reagan.” Landon had gone through training with Paul Reagan. He, like Landon, usually worked alone. So the fact he was here now signaled something big was going down.

A woman—one Landon had never met—also dressed in slacks, stepped around Paul Reagan and moved toward Olivia. “I’m Kristin Sommers. Ms. Wolfe, it looks like you’re a little banged up. I’ll need you to come with me.”

Sommers tried to pull Olivia away, but Landon held on firm to her hand. “She’s not going anywhere.”

Sommers glanced toward Reagan. Unspoken words passed between them. Reagan pulled out his cell phone and started speaking rapidly.

Still holding the T-shirt to her head, Olivia’s eyes grew wide as she looked from the newcomers back to Landon. Her hand tightened around his. “Landon, what’s going on?”

“I don’t know,” he said quietly. “Just don’t say any—”

“Miller.” Landon’s head came around when he recognized the voice to his right. His CO at the DIA, Luke Neuhaus, stepped into the room and leveled him with one hard, bone-chilling look. “Let the girl go. That’s an order. It’s time we had a few words.”
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Landon’s stomach twisted into a knot as he stood outside the door to Dani’s lab hours later.

Guilt pushed at him from every angle. Guilt that he wasn’t with Olivia at the hospital right this minute. Guilt that he’d had to pick Dani over her when those terrorists had been holding her. Guilt that he was about to ruin Dani’s life all over again.

He drew in a deep breath, told himself to stop being a pussy, and pushed the door open.

The DIA had cleared out the bodies, and someone had already cleaned up the mess. He’d been surprised when they’d told him Dani was down here—the last place he expected her to be holed up was in the same room where she’d almost been killed—but her research had always calmed her. After her parents had died, it was the one thing that had kept her focused.

She was sitting at the counter on the far side of the room, using some kind of pipette to transfer liquid in a test tube to a slide. When she didn’t immediately look his way, he cleared his throat and waited.

Slowly, her head came around, and she glanced over her shoulder. “Hey.”

“Hey.”

Her eyes were still a little bit wild, but her hands were no longer shaking. A good sign, he decided.

He moved farther into the room. “I’ve been looking for you.”

“I’m not hard to find.” She placed the slide on the microscope and leaned over the eyepiece to take a look. “Did they catch her?”

Her mother. Landon had been shocked when he’d walked out onto that lawn and seen the DIA swarming the house. Then surprised when Neuhaus had informed him Ryder had been the one to call and alert him to the fact Dani was still alive and that her mother, known terrorist organizer Annabelle Cabrero, was really Victoria Crossler and that she was one of the FBI’s most wanted.

“No.”

Dani lifted her head from the microscope, closed her eyes, and exhaled a long breath.

“They’ll find her, Dani.”

“Yeah. But not today.”

No. And that’s why he was here.

He tucked his hands into the front pockets of his jeans. The fresh T-shirt he’d grabbed before his heart-to-heart with Neuhaus brushed against his belly. “We need to talk.”

She moved the slide to the counter and placed a new one on the microscope. “No, we don’t. It won’t happen again. I promise.”

For a second, confusion hit, and then he realized she was talking about the way she’d tried to kiss him in his bedroom.

That guilt came back full force. Not for what had happened to her parents, but because he couldn’t be what she needed. And he never should have tried.

“Dani.” He took a step forward. “You’re not safe here. I can’t protect you anymore.”

Slowly, she turned to face him, and he saw the pain brewing in her sad blue eyes. But for the first time in almost two years, he knew the pain wasn’t his fault, and he wasn’t willing to take it on as if it were.

He couldn’t keep living in the past. He couldn’t keep blaming himself for things that couldn’t be changed. As Olivia had told him that night in Italy when she’d mesmerized him with the depth of her ability to forgive, it didn’t matter what he’d done. All that mattered was what he did now.

“Why not?” she asked. “Where are you going?”

That knot twisted tighter in Landon’s gut, and his COs words from their meeting echoed in his head. “You knew what you were giving up when you signed on with the DIA. You know we don’t do normal. If you care about Wolfe at all, the humane thing to do is to let her go without a fight. The government invested a lot in you, Miller. It’s not about to forget.”

Pain lanced his chest. His was not the kind of job a person simply walked away from. He’d known that going in. And it wasn’t worth it to try if it meant putting Olivia in danger.

“I’m heading back to the DIA next week. I won’t be around to help you. It’s time you—no, it’s time we both let go of the past and moved on.”

“I . . . I don’t know how to do that,” she whispered.

“The first step is letting others help you. I’ve arranged a deal for you. If you agree to hand over your father’s notes on the formula for the antidote, the DIA will put you in protective custody. You can start over with a new name, a new identity, in a brand-new place where your mother will never find you.”

“I . . .” Surprise filled her damp eyes, and she glanced around the lab. “I don’t know if I can do that. I can’t leave my research.”

“Do you want to live?” he asked. Her gaze shot back to his. “Because that’s what this is about. If you try to run again, if you try to hide, I won’t be there to help you. And you won’t just have your mother to worry about. The DIA will track you down. They’ll find you and manipulate you, and eventually use you for your science. If you agree to witness protection, you call the shots. The DIA can’t control you. You can start over with a new identity, a new purpose, new research.”

She was quiet while she looked around the room. “That’s it? Just my father’s notes?”

“And the serum for Olivia.” That was the other catch. “I need you to make it for her. She’s running out of time.”

Slowly, Dani’s gaze slid back to his and flicked over his features. “You love her, don’t you?”

His throat grew thick. “With everything that I am.”

“Even knowing you can’t be with her?”

“Yeah.”

Her brows drew together. “Why her? I mean, why is she so special?”

He thought of Olivia’s sweet smile, her determination, her innate ability to forgive and see the best in everyone. And when he remembered the way she’d loved him, the way she’d held him, the way her eyes lit up whenever she saw him—even when she had every right to be pissed at him—his entire body warmed. “Because she doesn’t need me. She never did. But she still wants me. Even knowing all the bad shit I’ve done in my life.”

Dani’s gaze drifted down to her hands, resting in her lap, and she hooked a foot over a rung in the stool. “I’ve never known love like that. My parents certainly didn’t love each other that way.”

“Neither did mine.” In many ways, he and Dani were very much alike. Both loners, wounded, two people struggling just to get by. But he didn’t want to just get by anymore. He wanted to know that what he did mattered. And this—saving Olivia’s life when no one else could—this was the most important thing he’d ever done. “Say you’ll do it, Dani. Please say you’ll take the deal.”

She was silent for several moments, then finally looked up at him. “Okay. I’ll do it.”

Hope leapt in his chest.

“On one condition.”

“What?”

She climbed off the stool. “For that I need to talk to your CO.”
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“This is ridiculous.” Olivia glared toward the nurse holding her wrist, counting her pulse. “I’m fine. Can you both hear that? I said I’m fine.”

The nurse just rolled her eyes and glanced at the clock high on the wall. From the cell phone set on speaker, sitting on the tray in front of her, Eve huffed. “Stop whining already. You sound like a freakin’ cat, Olivia.”

Olivia scrunched her face at the phone, even though she knew her sister couldn’t see her. Frustration warred inside her. She was going out of her mind wondering what was happening back at Dani’s plantation. She hadn’t heard from Landon since the DIA had swept her into a small jet and flown her to the hospital on Virgin Gorda. That had been several hours ago. She’d tried to call him, of course, but he wasn’t answering, and every moment that passed without word from him put her more on edge.

After having her head stitched and bandaged, the nurse had dumped her in this private room with a view that looked out over a cluster of rustling palms, and hooked up an IV—which she was sure would do no good—then told her to sit tight. Through the open door she could see two of the DIA’s finest, standing outside, but it was impossible for her to just sit here when she didn’t know what was going on with Landon. What if they took him away before she had a chance to say goodbye? What if he’d already gone back to the States?

She didn’t have much time left. She’d already resigned herself to the fact she was dying. She didn’t want to spend that time in a hospital being guarded like she was a criminal.

Panic pushed in. A panic she hated. She glanced down at the IV in her arm.

“Don’t even think about it,” Eve said through the speaker.

“Don’t think about what?”

“About tearing out that IV.”

The nurse’s head shifted Olivia’s way, and she lifted her brows in an oh, you’d better not do that move.

How the hell did her sister do that? She was on a plane headed to the Caribbean from Iceland with Marley and Zane, but she couldn’t see Olivia through the damn phone. Just the fact Eve could anticipate Olivia’s thoughts pissed her off even more.

“I can’t sit here,” Olivia snapped as the nurse lowered her arm to the bed and moved to the sink to wash her hands. She wanted her clothes. Wanted out of this damn hospital gown. Wanted Landon. She threw back the covers. “You can’t keep me locked up here like a prisoner.”

“Olivia,” a male voice said from the doorway. A familiar, sexy, male voice. “Stop harassing the poor nurse.”

Olivia’s head shot to her right, and her breath caught when she saw Landon standing in the doorway.

He was dressed in clean jeans, a light-blue T-shirt that made his eyes sparkle, and he’d shaved, all the scruff from the last few days missing from his handsome, scarred face. Her heart—which had been set on perpetual throb—took a long, slow tumble.

“Landon.” She sat forward. Wanted to get up and run to him. Wanted to reach for him. But the damn IV in her arm stopped her from moving.

The nurse dried her hands on a paper towel and crossed to stand next to him. “She’s a handful, this one. Watch yourself.”

“I know,” he said quietly, not looking away from Olivia’s face.

The nurse shook her head and then disappeared into the hall, and for a heartbeat, Landon didn’t move. Just stared at her from across the room with the softest, sweetest eyes. Finally, he made his way around the side of her bed. “Hi.”

Hi? That was the best he could do? Hi? Oh, forget that.

She shoved the tray away and reached for the front of his shirt, tangling her fingers in the soft fabric as she yanked him down to her. “I’ve been going out of my mind waiting for you to call.”

He sat on the side of her bed and leaned down toward her as she pulled him in. She smelled the fresh scents of soap and some fruity shampoo, making her think of him naked in the shower. Making her wish she’d been there with him. “I’m sorry. It’s been crazy.”

“No, this—making me suffer—is crazy.”

She lifted her mouth to his. He immediately opened to her kiss and slid his tongue along hers, and with the first taste, all the fear and frustration leaked out of her. All that mattered was this. All she wanted was him.

“Miller,” Eve said in a gruff tone from the phone. “Get your tongue out of my sister’s mouth, or I’m going to have to add a second ass-kicking to my Miller to-do list.”

Landon pulled back, leaving them both breathless, and rested his forehead against Olivia’s. “Say goodbye to your sister,” he whispered.

Olivia grinned. “Goodbye, Eve.”

Landon reached toward the phone.

“Dammit, Miller. Don’t you dare hang up on m—”

He clicked End, then kissed Olivia again with those tempting, tantalizing lips of his. And when she was aching, when she was so wild for him she was ready to pull him on top of her, right here in this hospital bed, he drew back and smiled down at her.

He tucked a lock of hair behind her ear. Hair she knew was still matted and needed a good shampoo. “How do you feel?”

“Better now that you’re here.” Her fingers grazed his muscular chest. “What happened after I left?”

He leaned a hand against the mattress on the other side of her, and she loved that he was locking her in, that he was sitting close, that he wasn’t moving away. “The DIA showed because of Ryder.” He told her about Jake finding the matching photos, the FBI wanted list, and contacting Landon’s CO when he realized Crossler was hunting Dani, then the DIA swarming because they’d been looking for Albert Crossler’s research for years and because Dani’s mother was such a huge game player.

“And what about Dani?” she asked.

“Dani’s agreed to go into protective custody. I can’t take care of her anymore. I never should have tried in the first place.” He reached for her hand and laid it on his thigh, looking down at her fingers beneath his. “I know she told you I’ve been sending her money. I need you to know why I did that.”

“You don’t owe me any explanation, Landon.”

“Yeah, I do. It wasn’t because I cared about her. I mean, I did—I do care for her, in a very special way. She’s a good kid, and she got a shitty deal in life. But I didn’t send her that money out of guilt. Getting her set up, getting her safe, looking out for her this last year—yeah, that was all done out of guilt. But the money . . . I saw that as my penance. She’s so smart, and she has this great gift that can help people. And after she started up her free clinic, I realized that I could help her with her need to help others. And in some small way, maybe do something good for a change.”

Her heart swelled. He didn’t see himself as a hero. He probably never would. But she did. She always had. And this only confirmed that he’d been one long before she’d met him.

She turned her hand over and laced her fingers with his. “She’s lucky to have you.”

“She doesn’t. She never really did. But you do. If you want me.”

The nurse walked into the room and moved toward Olivia’s IV. Landon’s gaze slid to the side. Olivia looked up as the nurse uncapped a syringe and slowly pressed a clear liquid into her IV.

“What’s that?” Olivia asked.

The nurse smiled.

“A gift,” Landon answered, looking back at her, a twinkle in his dark eyes.

Understanding dawned, and Olivia’s brow lifted. “The serum?” When he nodded, she said, “Dani made it?”

“It’ll probably take a while to kick in. But your doctors know. That’s why the DIA brought you here so fast. They flew in a specialist. You’re going to have to stay in the hospital a few days, probably. Undergo a bunch of tests.”

Olivia glanced up toward the IV. She could handle all that as long as it worked. A new burst of hope slid through her. She wasn’t going to die. She was going to live. See her next birthday. Grow old. But reality trickled in as she watched the IV liquid drip down the tube connected to her arm.

She wouldn’t be doing those things with the man she loved. Not if the DIA was already here.

Landon slid down to kneel on the floor and laid his head on her belly. Her fingers instinctively threaded into his hair, playing with the soft, silky strands even as her mind drifted to a future she didn’t want to think about.

“I know we’ve never even gone out on a date,” he said against her, “but do you think that someday, maybe when you’ve had a chance to get over all this and you’ve discovered all my quirks that bug the hell out of you . . . Do you think then, maybe one day, you might want to marry me?”

Olivia’s fingers stilled in his hair. “Wh-what?”

He lifted his head and looked up at her, tears reflecting in his eyes. “I love you, Livy. I think I have since that day you opened your gorgeous green eyes in that hospital room in Seattle and rocked my world right out from under me. I never thought taking that gig with Aegis would lead me here, but I’m so glad it did. And I know I don’t deserve you. I know I’ve got a long way to go before I’ll even be close to normal, but . . . I’m willing to try. With you, I’m willing to try anything.”

Her heart stuttered, then slowly picked up speed. “How . . . ? I thought . . .” She swallowed hard. “What about the DIA?”

“I’m out.”

Her gaze searched his, hope and disbelief swirling inside her. “How? Why? Who—?”

“Dani.”

“Dani?” Her eyes widened.

“It was the only way she would agree to hand over her father’s research and go into the witness protection program. If they let me go.”

Olivia’s skin grew hot. “She did that? Why? If she goes into protection, you can’t see her anymore.”

“She knows that. She did it so you and I could be together.”

Oh . . . shit. Tears pooled in Olivia’s eyes. All this time she’d thought Dani was just a selfish young girl, out for her own gain, and here she’d given Olivia the greatest gift of all. Something Olivia could never repay. Not just her life, but a heart to live it with.

Landon’s eyes went all soft and dreamy. “Say you want to be with me. Because I don’t think I can live without you. I know I don’t want to. You may think I saved you, but I didn’t. You saved yourself. And you saved me. In every way that matters.”

Tears tracked down her cheeks, and she reached for him, pulling him up onto the bed with her and kissing him with everything she had in her.

This morning she’d thought her life was ending. Now she knew it was finally about to start.

He drew back and pressed his forehead against hers, breathing deeply, holding her so close she could feel the beat of his heart melding with hers, exactly as it should be. “Is that a yes? I’ll even settle for a maybe right now. Just say something, baby, because you’re killing me here.”

She blinked the tears from her eyes. “Someone told me never to give in to you. That if I did, you’d lose interest.”

He huffed. “If I haven’t lost interest yet, it’s never going to happen. And for the record, you’ve never given in to me. Not willingly at least. It’s part of the reason I love you so damn much.”

“And the fact you never stop pushing is why I love you.” She slid her fingers over his jaw, knowing that—finally—she was about to do something truly amazing with her life. “Ask me again.”

He stretched out on the bed next to her, fitting perfectly against her, just where she wanted him. Exactly where she needed him. “Will you?”

She lifted her lips to his. “Yes, Landon. Absolutely, positively, unconditionally . . . yes.”

He smiled against her mouth and sank into her. “Ooh-rah.”

Laughing, she wrapped her arms around his shoulders and opened to his kiss. Ooh-rah was right. Now and always.
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