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HE’LL KEEP HER SAFE but wants her to be his...

Former Special Forces soldier Luke Willard is used to life in the shadows. When his latest mission requires infiltrating a sex-trafficking ring in Mexico and rescuing three American teenagers, the last thing he expects is a hot-headed journalist to have tracked them down herself. Her sinful curves and gorgeous eyes capture his attention, but it’s her smart mouth that will lead to nothing but trouble.

Journalist Wren Martin knows her sister didn’t simply vanish. Tracking her online activity, Wren discovers she’s being held in Mexico and uncovers more than she ever bargained for. When a team of highly-trained soldiers stage a rescue, she doesn’t expect to feel something for the muscular, commanding man who makes her heart race and promises to keep her safe.

Rescuing the teenagers only solves one problem. The evil men who Wren watched now want her dead, before the truth she’s discovered can ever come to light. Asking for Luke’s help isn’t a problem, but falling for him might be. Can she trust a former military man not to break her heart?

Luke, a standalone novel, is book three in the Shadow Ops Team series.



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


Prologue


[image: image]




––––––––

[image: image]


LUKE WILLARD RAN ACROSS the cobblestones in full body armor, leapt over the crumbling wall, and dropped to the hard ground, rolling with the momentum. Ford Anderson was already beside him, tucking into his own roll with a grunt. The two men lay on the ground as stray shots fired from above, listening to an update over their headsets.

“Two tangos on the perimeter,” Gray Pierce said in a low voice. “Both are moving north. I don’t have a clear shot.”

Luke clicked on his mic, speaking to the rest of their teammates. “We were made on our approach and retreated back twenty yards. We don’t have eyes on the house right now but spotted the package. Repeat. We spotted the package. One woman confirmed inside on the first floor, tied to a chair. Over.”

“You two sure know how to garner a warm welcome,” Nick Dowd said over the headsets. “Nothing like a little gunfire to let them know we’re coming.”

“Bad timing,” Luke spat out. “No one expected that second mofo to be jacking off outside. He was supposed to be patrolling the perimeter but was watching the woman through the windows.”

“Fuck,” Nick muttered.

“What’s her condition?” Jett Hutchinson asked over the headsets. Their boss had remained at the Shadow Security headquarters in upstate New York, sending the covert Shadow Ops Team to Mexico. Their mission was to rescue the daughter of a U.S. Government official who’d been kidnapped several days before. As former Delta Force soldiers, Luke and his teammates were every bit as lethal as they’d been when in the Special Forces. They’d deployed on counterterrorism, hostage rescue, and reconnaissance missions during their Army days. The men conducted similar missions now as part of a covert black ops group.

They just didn’t play by the government’s rules anymore.

“Bruised and battered,” Luke said. “Torn clothes.”

Gray muttered a curse. When the men had served together, Gray had been held hostage for three days during an op that went south. Although the woman they were rescuing probably hadn’t endured the torture Gray had, she’d clearly suffered physical harm. It was likely she’d been sexually assaulted. She’d live with horrific memories of her kidnapping for the rest of her life.

“SITREP,” Luke ordered.

“I’m on the east side, with my scope aimed at the vehicles,” Nick said. “If they try to move her from this location, I’ll take them out.”

“I’m on the roof,” Gray said over their headsets, breathing heavily. “I scaled the building across the street and can see through the window above the entryway. One tango inside along with the package.”

“You have eyes on the mark?” Luke confirmed, staying low as shots continued to rain above them.

“Roger. He’s looking outside, no doubt wondering what the fuck all the gunfire is for. I can take him out. The woman is tied to a chair, and he’s about fifteen feet away from her. There’s also one lone asshole moving north looking for you two. The second headed west.”

“Then we’re a go,” Luke said, nodding at Ford. His teammate gripped his weapon, and Luke made a circling gesture with his finger, indicating they should split up and surround the targets. He clicked on his mic again. “Ford and I will eliminate the tangos outside. Sam and Nick, prepare to move in to retrieve the package. Gray, take the shot when it’s clear.”

The man who’d been running toward Luke and Ford’s hiding spot thumped across the cobblestones above them. They moved quickly, each heading a different direction to eliminate the remaining threats outside. Luke eyed the wall, readying to scale it. He and Ford had night vision goggles on and full combat gear. They were armed with military-grade weapons. The idiots outside seemed unorganized and unprepared in comparison.

“He’s in my sights,” Gray said smoothly. “I’m taking the shot.”

A single gunshot echoed through the night as glass shattered, followed by the woman’s piercing scream. Nick and Sam were already running toward the house, and Luke and Ford fanned around the outside, eliminating the remaining kidnappers. By the time they breached the front door, Sam was untying the victim as Nick cleared the room and charged upstairs. Luke’s throat tightened as he looked at her. She had a black eye and bruises covering her arms. Her clothing was torn, her lips swollen. She’d clearly been beaten in addition to being raped.

“It’s all right,” he said, trying to ignore the anger surging through him as he moved closer. “We’re Americans. We’re here to rescue you.”

She looked up at him through teary eyes. “Don’t hurt me,” she pleaded. “Please.” Her eyes scanned over his helmet, down his dark clothes and body armor. He wasn’t in uniform because he wasn’t an enlisted soldier anymore. 

He frowned. “No one is going to hurt you. We’ll get any medical treatment that you require and escort you back to the States. You’re safe now.”

“You’re military?” she asked, her voice wobbling.

He shook his head. “Former military. We work with the U.S. Government though. You’re safe with us,” he assured her.

She seemed to relax slightly. “It’s really over?” she asked shakily. Tears streamed down her cheeks as Sam carefully untied her wrists.

“It’s over,” Luke confirmed.

Sam stood, the ropes falling to the ground, and was already crossing the room and grabbing a blanket to wrap around her shoulders. Ford updated Jett over the headsets, and Luke’s stomach churned as the woman tried to stand. Her bare thighs were bruised, the shape of handprints on her fair skin. He wanted to kill the men who’d sold her to these ruthless monsters, letting her be abused in the worst possible ways. Rescuing women who’d been trafficked never got any easier. She’d need medical treatment and therapy when she was back home. She’d be interviewed, but as many cases went, she might not even know much about the men who’d originally taken her. Sold her. Her kidnapping might be completely unrelated to her father’s high-profile career, as no connections had been made yet. Jett had their IT guys scouring the young woman’s social media and electronic communications to see who she’d been in contact with. It might turn up nothing, but they had to cover all their bases.

Gray came charging in the front door just as Nick hustled back downstairs. “Upstairs is clear!” Nick shouted.

“Can you walk?” Sam asked the woman, who’d fallen back into the chair, shaking.

“I...I don’t think so.”

He handed her the blanket and finally wrapped it around her shoulders himself after she fumbled with it several times, her hands trembling. “Is it all right if I carry you?” he asked. He was a large man, but the woman had seemed to calm as he’d tended to her.

“All right.” Her voice was barely a whisper, and Luke scanned the room she’d been held in.

He clicked his mic, giving Jett an update. “We have the package. Three tangos down. Preparing to move out.”

“Roger that,” Jett said. “See you back home.”

There were no sirens outside, and he suspected the neighbors had learned to ignore whatever dirty dealings were going on inside the home of the men he and his teammates had killed. Nick had already slipped back out into the balmy Mexican night to ensure the coast remained clear for them to extricate the hostage.

The woman whimpered as Sam lifted her.

Gray remained near the doorway, his dark gaze scanning the scene, his finger on the trigger of his rifle. Luke eyed him, wondering if moments like this brought back memories of his captivity.

Luke crossed the room on one final sweep, eyeing the dead body that Gray had taken out with a single sniper shot, and frowned as he saw a piece of paper on the floor. It was only partly legible, with spilled liquid blurring some of the ink, but there was a name and a phone number scrawled onto it. The U.S. area code made him pause. He snapped a picture with his phone and then bent to pick up a broken glass beside the paper. The asshole had been drinking and dropped it when Gray took the kill shot, the liquid smearing the numbers as everything had fallen on the floor. Luke slid the soggy paper into his pocket, to be analyzed further when they returned home.

“What’s that?” Gray asked, nodding toward Luke’s pocket.

“A name and partial phone number. I’ll send it to the boss.” He shot off a quick text to Jett, including the photo he’d just taken. Maybe the IT guys could get a head start, but with the blurred writing, he wasn’t holding out hope for anything to come from it. His teammates stood by, ready to roll out, Sam with the hostage in his arms. Gray turned toward the door, aiming his weapon into the darkness.

“The outside is clear,” Nick said over the headsets. “Head north toward me.”

“Roger that.” Luke signaled, pointing to the door with his gloved hand. “Let’s move,” he ordered. He stepped over the dead body, ignoring the mess and blood splattered on the ground, and he and his teammates exited into the dark night.
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LUKE LEANED BACK AGAINST a table in the pool hall on Tuesday evening, watching Gray take a shot. They’d been back from Mexico for two days, and he was still irritated as hell at the bastards they’d taken out. They’d briefed yesterday with Jett, and to no one’s surprise, the blurry number Luke had found hadn’t given them any useful information. It’d been a long shot, but the fact that the men who’d trafficked the teenager had contact with someone in the U.S. made him pause. The Feds would investigate further, but his team was done with their part for the moment. It was never easy when women or children were victimized, and his gut churned at knowing someone here in the States was still out there, free, possibly targeting other victims.

He took a pull of his beer, looking around. It wasn’t too crowded tonight, and they had the back area entirely to themselves. He almost preferred it this way, avoiding the groups waiting for a table or the single women hitting on him and his buddies. He kept in good shape and used to appreciate the looks he’d get from the opposite sex but wasn’t into bedding a woman for a night. Not that he had much interest in the type of girl that would aggressively throw herself at him either. There was something to be said about the thrill of the chase, and an easy lay didn’t hold much appeal.

Luke smirked as Gray sank the ball right into the corner pocket, with Sam slapping him on the back in congratulations.

“Damn. He smokes us every time,” Ford muttered with a low chuckle from beside him.

“Ain’t that the truth,” Luke said. “That’s why I’m sitting this one out. I’m surprised you’re even here tonight. How’s Clara doing?” he asked.

Ford had been interested in the pretty receptionist at Shadow Security for months but had only recently gotten together with her. Things had moved quickly, with an engagement and Clara and her young daughter moving into Ford’s house. His friend seemed happy as hell though, and he couldn’t fault a guy for that.

“Good, all things considered. I love having them both living with me. It just feels right. I know it was hard for her when we were gone. Clara still has nightmares about Eloise being taken,” he added in a low voice.

“I’ll bet,” Luke said, frowning. “How’s her daughter?”

“She doesn’t remember any of it, thank God.”

“It’s a sick world we live in,” Luke muttered, his gaze scanning the few people scattered throughout the building. Low music played over the speakers, and a couple of groups stood around other pool tables. One lone guy sat at the bar, chatting with the female bartender. “I don’t think I could stomach having a wife and kids and worrying all the time about them. I used to be pretty laid back, but some of the shit we’ve seen eats me up.”

“We’ve seen the worst of it,” Ford agreed. “But hell. When I saw Clara, it’s like I just knew she was it for me. It made no sense, but even with trying to avoid her and not getting too close all those months, it happened. I couldn’t keep away from her even if I wanted to.”

Luke lifted a shoulder. “I’m not saying I’d push a beautiful woman out of my bed, but I’ve sure as hell never felt like that, like there was one woman I just couldn’t get enough of.” He took another swig of his beer, watching Nick move beside Gray at the table, angling his cue just so.

“Eh, you’ll meet someone,” Ford said. “If you’re like me, it’ll be when you least expect it. When Jett hired Clara, I never gave it a second thought—until I saw her.”

Luke chuckled. “And then it was game over. I’m happy for you, man. She seems happier, too. More content and settled.”

“You must’ve caught her when Anna’s not around,” Ford quipped. Anna was their boss’s fiancée, and she was a firecracker. She was the total opposite of the quieter Clara. Anna had been brought onboard at Shadow Security to help run things at the large headquarters building hidden away in upstate New York. Jett seemed amused by her antics and was also completely head over heels, something Luke thought he’d never say about the gruff head of the Shadow Ops Team. Both Anna and Clara now knew the men ran secretive black ops missions around the world. The public had no knowledge of such things, believing the company provided bodyguards and security to clients. They lived double lives, but Luke loved the camaraderie he found with his teammates. They ran ops the government couldn’t or wouldn’t handle. As former Delta Force soldiers and teammates, they were highly trained and operated seamlessly as one unit.

“Hey, you guys want in on the next round?” Nick called out, looking at the two of them.

“Nah. I’m headed out soon,” Ford said.

“I’d head out, too, if I was guaranteed to get laid,” Nick joked.

“Shit, even if you had a woman, there’s no guarantee of that,” Sam said. “Have you looked in the mirror lately?”

“I haven’t had any complaints,” Nick quipped.

Luke shook his head as the guys continued to rib one another, not even sure why he was feeling out of sorts tonight. The latest op to Mexico had disturbed him. There’d been other trafficked girls and women they’d rescued on missions. Other horrors they’d seen. The partial phone number he’d gotten had been useless, most of it washed away by whatever alcohol had been spilled on it. The name “Ethan” that had been scrawled on the piece of paper didn’t mean much either without anything else to go on. Something about it bothered him though, like evil was lurking. An American was somehow involved with the shady, evil men who’d held a woman against her will. Forced her to do anything they wanted.

“Any word on how that woman we rescued is doing?” Luke asked.

“No. I doubt we’ll hear anything more,” Ford said. “With her father a higher up in the government, they want to keep all of it under wraps. It sounds like we’ve got a similar mission coming up,” he added with a frown.

“Oh yeah?” Luke asked, raising his eyebrows.

“I ran into Jett last night. Clara had left her phone in the office, so we went back together to grab it. He said there are several teenagers from Philly that recently went missing. One was found on the side of the highway, unconscious, but three are unaccounted for. The FBI thinks they may have been taken to Mexico.”

“Holy shit. They were sold?”

“If not yet, they will be. Evidently, the girl that was found is in a coma, so they can’t get any information from her. Jett was waiting on more info from the Feds before he briefs the team, but it sounds like we’ll be sent in.”

Uneasiness wound through Luke. Only recently, there’d been corrupt government officials taking advantage of underage girls who’d been trafficked in South America. They’d been arrested, and his teammates had brought the victims back home to safety. Meanwhile, he and Ford had been in New York dealing with Clara’s nightmare.

“I wonder what kind of shady shit is going on now,” Luke muttered. “The Feds have the manpower to rescue three teenagers. If they send us in again, something’s up.”

“Agreed. We’ll know soon enough.”

“Never a dull moment,” Luke said. He glanced over at their teammates, who’d started another game. “I’m gonna split,” he said, pushing away from the brick wall he’d been leaning against. “I’m just not feeling the pool hall tonight.”

“Yep. Same. I want to get home and see my girls.”

“Say hi to Clara for me.”

“Will do.”

Luke called out goodbye to the rest of his friends, draining the last of his beer. A woman in a low-cut top teetered over to him in heels, but he nodded and continued moving toward the front door, brushing right past her. A night with a girl he’d never see again might’ve been fun when he was young and foolish, but sometimes he just felt old and jaded now.

He crossed the parking lot to his SUV, glancing up at the dark sky. He couldn’t even see many stars with the lights around. Clicking the key fob, he climbed into his vehicle and scrubbed a hand over his jaw, feeling restless. He had great friends and an awesome career, but sometimes he still felt unsettled, like something in his life was missing. The trouble was, he had no idea what that might be.
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WREN MARTIN BIT HER lip, staring at her laptop screen in her tiny studio apartment. Her sister’s smiling face looked back at her, but it was just Lily’s social media feed. The sounds of the city outside were nothing but background noise, and she tuned out the horns and traffic, focusing. Wren scrolled through the photos her sister had posted—bikini shots, selfies, and silly pictures where Lily pursed her lips or posed for the camera. She didn’t think the teenager should be sharing pictures of herself online in skimpy bikinis, but what could Wren do? She was Lily’s older sister, not her parent. And their mom and dad had never been concerned in the past, not understanding how far and wide these pictures could be viewed or shared. They’d given it almost no thought at all until Lily had disappeared.

Glancing down at her notes, Wren tried another password to get into Lily’s account. While there were comments on Lily’s photos from hundreds of users, she had a feeling that whoever her sister had been communicating with had been doing so privately. She knew in her gut that was why Lily had vanished. She’d met someone she shouldn’t have—someone who’d hurt her. Taken her. Wren didn’t have Lily’s phone to access her calls or text messages. Fortunately, Lily loved her social media channels. Wren knew she could find something here if she could just get into one.

“Here’s hoping you didn’t use two-step authentication, Lil,” she muttered.

Wren tried a different password and frowned when it didn’t work either.

Closing her eyes, she blew out a sigh. She needed to think. With too many failed attempts, she’d lock herself out of Lily’s account entirely. The police had been worthless up to this point. She’d find Lily herself.

Standing, Wren crossed the apartment and made herself another cup of strong coffee. She’d been distraught when her sister first disappeared and the police hadn’t taken it seriously. While they’d considered her a runaway, Wren and her parents knew that wasn’t the case. But when three of Lily’s friends had also vanished nearly a week later? Suddenly everyone was running around looking for answers. The police. The FBI. Probably some other federal agencies she was unaware of.

The disappearance of the teenagers hadn’t been in the mainstream media yet. With Wren’s connections, she could’ve called in favors when Lily first vanished and had it blasted all over the news, but she’d been torn. Would publicizing that Lily was missing hurt more than it would help? If her image was too widely shared, would whoever had taken Lily kill her simply because keeping her alive was too risky? Wren wasn’t naïve. Whoever she’d been communicating with no doubt had horrible intentions. Lily was young and beautiful. Innocent.

The scent of freshly-brewed coffee filled her kitchen, and she was suddenly so keyed up and agitated, she wondered if she really needed more caffeine.

One of the missing girls had just been found on the side of the highway, unconscious. With three teenagers still missing, including her sister, it was about to be major breaking news. Wren was an investigative journalist. She’d already been tracking what she could of Lily’s routine, desperate for any clues. Law enforcement had only begun their investigation, and Wren had pages of notes. Every minute counted, and Lily had already been gone for one painful week.

Wren crossed back toward her desk, setting the mug of steaming coffee down, and stretched before settling in to focus again. She had on leggings and a slouchy top, her dark hair pulled back into a messy bun. With her toned physique and long dark hair, she’d always gotten male attention wherever she went, but she didn’t go out of her way looking for it. Lily was her total opposite—blonde and never without a spray tan, trendy clothes, and tons of makeup. As a teenager, she was overly into her looks, and Wren hated that all those pictures Lily posted had drawn attention from the wrong people.

She sank into her chair, taking a sip of coffee. Lily had always loved fashion and makeup and—

Wren quickly typed in a different password, letting out a sigh of relief when she finally logged into her sister’s account. “Yes!” she whispered, elation filling her. She’d already been locked out of a different social media account a few days ago, but maybe now she’d get somewhere. She jotted the password down in her notes, a wave of relief washing over her. Finally.

Lily’s last post had been the day she went missing, and she’d uploaded yet another sexy bikini picture. Wren had already seen the public comments on her photos but went to Lily’s private messages. After clicking the icon, her jaw dropped as she scrolled through the communications from all the people Lily had been chatting with. No doubt her sister enjoyed the attention, but she had no idea that Lily had been talking with so many different men. It wasn’t just texts they’d exchanged. She’d sent photos. Partial nudes. The bikini shots had been bad enough, but Lily was topless in some of the private pictures, her arms barely concealing her breasts.

“What the hell, Lily?” she asked out loud, even though no one else was there. Anger coursed through her as she scanned some of the messages.

I want to meet you, sexy.

Send me a nude.

I’d love for you to be my sugar baby.

You’ve got beautiful tits. I’d love to put my—

Wren abruptly stopped reading, her stomach turning. She needed to turn this over to the police. Had they even tried to get into her sister’s social media accounts? Probably not. They’d wasted time claiming she was a runaway until Lily’s friends had also vanished.

Clicking through the messages, Wren looked to see if there were any men Lily contacted more than others. There were tons of unread messages at the top of her inbox. Wren scrolled further down. BigDaddy321 seemed to like chatting with her. She cringed as she saw the dick pics the jerk had sent. Did he even know she was underage? Gross. And why hadn’t Lily deleted them?

PhillyT3R27was another guy she’d messaged a lot. Those pictures were more flirty than scandalous though. Thor69. Yuck. That thread was mostly shirtless pics from a middle-aged man. Why hadn’t Lily blocked him?

Wren jotted down the user names in case she somehow got locked out of her sister’s account. She’d follow up by checking out the profiles of these men and doing some more Internet sleuthing. Although BigDaddy321 wanted to meet, it didn’t seem like they had. There had to be someone else.

Wren clicked on a message from YankeesE, realizing there were hundreds of texts in the thread. Bingo. Lily had been chatting with him for over a month. Although the early texts were just them getting to know each other, he was clearly way too familiar with her younger sister.

YankeesE: You are so sexy, baby girl.

Lilyx05: Stop. You’re just saying that.

YankeesE: I’m not. You could be a model you’re so gorgeous.

Lilyx05: You think?

YankeesE: Hell yeah. I could introduce you to some people.

Lilyx05: Really?

YankeesE: Of course, baby. You’re young and sexy.

YankeesE: I’ll take you to meet a friend.

YankeesE: Send me a topless pic. I want to see your pretty tits.

Wren froze as she stared at the picture Lily had sent him. You could clearly see her face, her lips puckered for a kiss, her hands covering her bare breasts.

“Damn it,” she said, tears smarting her eyes. Her heartbeat sped up as she continued reading through the text string. This was it. She knew it. Everything she read just got worse and worse. A horrible sinking feeling filled her gut.

YankeesE: Perfect, baby girl. You look amazing. I’ll send it to Juan.

Lilyx05: He’s a friend?

YankeesE: Yes. He wants to meet you. Are you in Philly? I saw that pic you posted at the Eagles game. I can come pick you up.

YankeesE: Send me some nudes. I want to see all of you.

Wren wanted to vomit as she scrolled through the rest of the messages. Although YankeesE had sent a couple pictures of himself, she assumed they were all fakes. A quick Google image search proved exactly that. Whoever the mystery guy was, he’d stolen photos of male models and pretended they were him. Lily hadn’t seemed to know the difference.

Had her sister seriously thought this asshole could get her into modeling?

The messages and photos continued, and her heart dropped as she finally found the meeting time. After talking with him for weeks, her sister had snuck out. This jerk had picked her up right from their parents’ house, with both of them none the wiser. He’d promised to take her to meet his “friend” in the business. Lily had always been a bit wild, but to meet strange men online? She was only a teenager. Why couldn’t she just hang out with the boys from her high school?

“Oh Lily. What have you gotten yourself mixed up in?” Wren moaned. She scanned over some of the last few messages again.

YankeesE: Juan loves how sexy you are. He thinks you’ll be perfect.

YankeesE: Tell me where to pick you up, baby.

The messages Lily and YankeesE had exchanged ended that night. He’d confirmed the address, and that was that. Her sister had vanished. There’d been no mention of her friends’ names in the messages she’d exchanged with the guy, but Lily had tagged them in many of her photos. It would’ve been easy enough for this guy to pull the same stunt with them.

Had all of them been in contact with this creep? And more importantly, where had he taken them? She jotted down the name “Juan,” even though that wasn’t much to go on, then clicked on YankeesE’s profile, looking at his list of followers. Not surprisingly, most of them were teenagers or college-aged girls like her sister. How many had he been communicating with?

Her fingers drummed on the desk.

Wren looked through YankeesE’s photos again, scrolling to the top, and was shocked as she realized that he’d been continuously posting photos over the last week. Her sister was gone, and he was out living his life. Carefree. Happy. On vacation?

Her gaze tracked over the pictures. The selfies were fake, no doubt, but was he also stealing pictures of food and drinks? Beaches? It looked like this guy was somewhere tropical right now. There were pictures of a crowded beach, a sunrise over the ocean, and an ice-cold bottle of beer with an outdoor bar in the background. They all seemed to be from the same place. He could’ve stolen someone else’s vacation photos she supposed, or he could be there himself.

But where was Lily?

She clicked on his beach photo, poring over the background. No one looked like Lily or her friends, but if they’d been taken against their will, they probably weren’t relaxing on a beach either. She chewed on her lip. Wren couldn’t message this guy from Lily’s account. She’d need to create her own profile to chat with him. Or she could go find him herself and demand that he tell her what had happened to her sister.

Her jaw dropped open in surprise as another picture popped up at that very moment. It was definitely a beach resort, and she could almost make out the name of the hotel in the background. Taking a screenshot, she did another image search. The name was blurry, and she couldn’t enhance it without making it even harder to read. The distinct logo might pop up though. Her eyes widened as she stared at the results from her Google search.

YankeesE was in Cancun, Mexico, relaxing on vacation. Was Lily there? If he’d met her in person a week ago and suddenly started posting pictures from Mexico the very next day, had he taken her there as well? She scanned over the recent photos again, looking for any sort of clue. The photo he’d posted two days ago made her heart stop. The bottle of beer was the focus, but it was the hand resting on the bar at the edge of the picture that caught her attention. It was feminine, with pink nail polish, and she could barely make out the edge of a tattoo at the woman’s wrist.

A lily.

Wren’s heart raced as she typed in flights from JFK to Cancun in the search bar of her web browser. Her sister had been there, right next to this asshole. Lily hadn’t updated her social media accounts and hadn’t contacted them. Her friends were missing, too.

She’d been taken against her will.
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LUKE SWIPED HIS BADGE and yanked open the door, moving into the secure area of Shadow Security. Jett had called an urgent meeting, letting the men know they were heading out on an op that afternoon. Luke strode down the hallway toward the conference room, almost bumping into Jett as he rushed out of his office. Luke caught a glimpse of Anna inside, looking pale, but Jett moved him along down the hallway.

“Is she okay, boss?” Luke asked, glancing over at him with concern.

“Morning sickness,” Jett said. “I feel guilty leaving Anna alone right now, but she said she’ll be okay, and this matter is urgent.”

Luke frowned. “Damn. I hope she feels better.”

“Me too. I’m used to finding solutions to problems, and this is one I can’t do a thing about. Anna said it might last a few weeks or it might last the entire pregnancy. Time will tell,” he muttered.

“That’s rough. Ford mentioned the missing teenagers last night,” he said, changing the subject.

“The Feds have asked us to move in. The media picked up the story. It might be local news for a minute but will be blasted everywhere soon. We need to move on this immediately and track them down. If their images get too much attention, it might be the last anyone ever sees of them. They’ll be killed in a heartbeat or locked away in some basement, never to see the light of day again.”

“Jesus,” Luke muttered, swiping a hand over his jaw. “We just rescued a kidnapped teenager.”

“It could be connected. Unfortunately, there’s more than one human trafficking ring in Mexico though.”

“We’re headed back there?”

“Affirmative. I’ll brief the team.”

They hustled into the conference room, most of the others already convened inside. Sam came rushing through the door behind them, still in his workout clothes. There was a full gym, shooting range, and armory in the basement of the headquarters building. It made it convenient for the men to train and be available for new assignments. It also made urgent briefings like this possible to do in person.
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