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Adeline walked on shaky legs back to her room in the Ravelino mansion. The muggy air of the Mexican summer clung to her skin and made her crave the cool shower awaiting her. More than that, she needed to scrub the feel of Juan Ravelino’s touch from her skin. 

She’d known an undercover case like this would steal parts of her, but she was best placed to find the intel they needed to stop Juan from moving forward with his nuclear arms deals. 

She stepped into her room and locked the door, knowing it gave her no more safety from the armed guards that stood outside her room than if she’d left it unlocked. The façade of safety was something she desperately needed tonight though. Stripping the red piece of silk from her body that Juan had picked out for her to wear, she stepped under the cold water and grabbed the soap, trying to scrub the feel of his hands away. 

Tears coursed down her cheeks, the only warmth on her skin were the bits that were red from the cloth she’d used to erase the sick, twisted man’s touch. She hadn’t been a virgin when she’d arrived but now she felt brutalised in a way she’d never imagined. Yes, she was CIA, but this was taking it too far. 

Bruises on her wrists and ankles attested to the night’s hideous games and she’d had to pretend at every turn that she was there because she loved Juan. That she craved his touch when the truth was, she hated him. He showered her with gifts and treated her like a doll to be played with. She still didn’t have the information she needed to stop him but she had to get out.

Switching off the shower she fought a shiver and wrapped a towel around her body. She needed to get a message to her handler and have him extract her. Her hand lowered to her belly where her child, conceived with a man she didn’t trust, nestled. She didn’t know how it had happened. She’d been given the shot because of this very risk and yet she couldn’t deny she was pregnant, and it was getting too dangerous for her to stay in this luxury prison dressed up as a beautiful mansion.

At first, she’d thought to terminate her pregnancy but seeing those two pink lines she’d known that this baby was innocent, that she or he had no part in this and she’d do whatever it took to get her child to safety, and away from the Ravelino cartel. 

Feeling more energised now she didn’t have the sickly stink of Juan’s aftershave in her nose, or his touch lingering on her skin, she dressed in black yoga pants and a dark grey singlet. She tied her running shoes, her still flat belly giving no hint at this early stage to her condition and stood. That wouldn’t last long she knew. At five feet four inches she was hardly big and any day now her pregnancy would start to show as her body was already changing.

The guards were used to her running around the compound and merely leered when she walked out of the room and past them. Juan liked her slim figure and had given her free rein to run where he allowed it. She’d prefer more privacy to make this call, but beggars couldn’t be choosers.

“When the boss finishes with you, you want some of this cock?” 

Osvaldo, the guard she hated the most, grabbed her by her upper arm and pushed his pelvis against her hip, his erection evident. Adeline fought the shiver and instead gave him a cold look. “Never and he hasn’t finished with me yet. So unless you want me to tell him how you touched what was his, take your fucking hands off me.” She didn’t have to inject any coldness into her words because she felt it. 

Osvaldo shoved her away and she stumbled, making him smile. “Puta.”

Adeline didn’t look back as she heard him and the other guard laughing but ran out of the mansion and let the fragrant night air soothe her battered soul. She resisted the urge to run her hand over her belly as she jogged the perimeter of the compound. She knew cameras watched her every move and a guard was placed in every blind spot except one. 

There was a small rose garden towards the back of the property where the guards never went because behind it was the area where the guard dogs slept. Nobody would get past them, so they didn’t bother with cameras or checking. Adeline moved into the area, holding her hand out for the dogs to sniff before feeding them the cheese she’d brought out there earlier. Knowing she didn’t have much time she gave one more furtive look around before hitting dial. 

Her handler Joel Hansen picked up. She gave the code to prove it was her and waited.

“Go.”

“I need an urgent extract. My safety has been compromised.”

“How?” 

Adeline hated how cold and clinical he was. He’d been warm and charming when she’d met him. Just like a fool she’d trusted him and given him her body. A decision she couldn’t regret now because it had given her the child she carried. She hadn’t seen it at first, but Joel was a climber of the worst kind and she no longer felt safe with him watching her back. He’d made it very clear their one night had been just that and meant nothing. She should tell him about the baby, that it was his, but something held her back.

“Juan is making these encounters far too violent.” 

Hansen knew exactly what she was talking about, he had been the one who insisted it was necessary that she sleep with the man and refused to extract her, forcing her hand and making her hate the fact she’d ever let him touch her.

“Define.”

“I’m covered in bruises.”

“Are they life threatening?”

Adeline couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “Not yet but it’s only a matter of time.”

“We can’t afford for you to blow this op. We need actionable intelligence.”

Adeline knew she wouldn’t get any help from him. He was hanging her out to dry. “Fine.” She hung up and looked at her phone. She had a decision to make now, one that would have far-reaching consequences but as she thought of the child she carried, she knew she didn’t have a choice.

She dialled a number she knew by heart. It was picked up immediately and she felt relief flow through her.

“Three am tomorrow. Exactly where you’re standing. Be ready.” 

The call dropped out and Adeline felt the first rush of relief in her blood. Her team, her friends, were coming for her. The Navy SEAL team who’d run her first op when she was a case officer had stayed in touch and Brand Navarro, the Master Chief, had always told her if she needed him and his team to call that number and she’d be extracted. 

Adeline had no idea how they knew where she was but the fact they did made her feel less alone for the first time since she’d left her position with the team. She’d never dreamed of doing this work, it had never been her goal. Science was her passion and somewhere along the line she’d gotten off track.

Adeline stashed her phone in her bra and ran back out of the cover, doing a loop of the compound so the guards could catch her on camera before going back to her room. She passed Osvaldo who ignored her but heard him laugh as she closed her door.

“Stupid puta has no idea that bitches don’t leave here unless it’s in a body bag.”

She’d heard the rumours of Juan’s cruel sexual appetites, and now, having had them forced on her she believed them. Her hand on her belly, she spoke softly so only her baby could hear her. “One more night and we’ll be safe.”

She prayed to any deity who’d listen it was true, and she could make it through the next twenty-four hours unscathed. She was sick of living with a pit of fear squirming in her belly from worry she’d be caught or exposed at any second. She wanted out of this life, she wanted peace. The price was simply too high to pay for a country that treated her like she didn’t matter. Sleep was fitful that night, flashes of vivid dreams where she was covered in blood and running for her life haunted her when she woke. Every time she rounded the corner expecting to find the exit, she found only dead ends. She awoke tired and edgy, her nerves frayed, and her nausea back with a vengeance.

She went about her day, relieved that Juan was away from the mansion on business. He never told her his plans, but she’d make one more attempt to find the files she needed. She needed to access the computer in his study which he kept locked; the key hung around his neck on a chain. He was a paranoid bastard, which was why he never seemed to get caught.

Slipping from her room she went and got breakfast, smiling at Eva, the cook who was kneading bread. She helped herself to orange juice and toast hoping it would stay down. She needed the energy after her sleepless night and the plans for later. She thanked her lucky stars when the food stayed down and waved to Eva as she left the kitchen. The people there would never help her, and she’d be a fool to trust them but that didn’t mean some weren’t nice to her, and Eva the cook and Mia the housekeeper had always been friendly.

She waited an hour to make sure Iago wouldn’t arrive as he sometimes did when his brother was away and left her room, her lock pick in her pocket. If they caught her, they’d kill her but not before torturing her. Adeline walked the long hallway on the ground floor, the polished wood clicking under her heels as she moved with confidence. Half of her job was to act like she had the right to be in places she shouldn’t be.

She glanced at the cameras inside the house. Because Juan had business meetings he didn’t want others to know about, this section of the house wasn’t covered. It made her job so much easier. She reached the double doors of the study and quickly looked behind her before she took a breath and went to work on the lock. She’d done this so many times it was second nature. Practice always made perfect, and study was one of her favourite things. She was a student at heart and should have stayed in the sciences where learning was almost a moment-by-moment process. Instead, she’d been seduced by the excitement and glamour of this life. Something she now wholeheartedly regretted.

The click told her she was in, and she carefully lowered the handle and slipped inside, closing the door softly. The room reeked of cigar smoke and aftershave, and it made her belly churn. Fighting back a wave of nausea, she moved to the computer. Turning it on, she cursed seeing it was password protected. She tried a few and failed before she rolled her lip between her teeth and considered Juan. Her eyes moved around the room looking for inspiration. It was all wood panelling and leather, with priceless art on the walls, which frankly, she found hideous.

One thing Juan had was a terrible memory for the mundane and a password would fall into that category for him. Her eyes caught on a picture hanging on the wall opposite the desk called Waterlily and she shrugged knowing it was as good a plan as any other. Adeline gasped and smiled to herself when it worked. Slipping a thumb drive from her pocket she plugged it in and began to download the data. She didn’t know what, if anything, she’d get but this was her last hurrah. 

The sound of vehicles moving up the drive had her heart hammering in her throat as she raced to the window. Iago’s Porsche was pulling through the gate, which meant she had two minutes before he entered the house and caught her. 

Adeline could feel her heart beating in her chest like it wanted to hammer out of her body and hated it. She’d never thrived on adrenaline like others did. She watched the download reach ninety percent and heard the Porsche get closer, almost to the house. As the download finished, she yanked it from the drive, used her shaky hands to power the computer down, and slipped from the room, relocking the door, and dashing back to her room. 

She was closing her bedroom door as the front door opened and Iago strolled inside. A few minutes later she heard him go into Juan’s study and wondered what he was up to. Juan never allowed anyone in there without him, not even his brother. She paced her room knowing it would be a long day of waiting and decided to try and nap.

That evening she went through the same routine of changing into her running gear but this time she’d have to get out unseen knowing the guards wouldn’t permit her to go for a run in the middle of the night. 

Dragging a pale blue silk house gown over her clothes, she opened the door. Thankfully, Osvaldo was off as she had no desire to run into that asshole. She gave a short nod at the two men guarding her room and walked to the kitchen. She’d got up during the night to get food several times before, trying to establish random patterns that would work and make her seem invisible as she moved around the compound that imprisoned her. Juan hadn’t come back but some of his guards had, which wasn’t unusual. He often sent them to the house when he was with other women. 

As she entered the kitchen, she was relieved to find it empty. She began making noise, pouring milk into a pan and putting it on the stove to boil. The guard in the hall should hear her and think nothing of it for a while, at least long enough for her to slip out through the servant’s entrance. She knew it was often unlocked as the kitchen staff would pop out for a smoke.

The night was warm, and she could feel the sweat on the back of her neck under her long, thick hair. She’d rather have it up out of her way, but she’d needed to look like she’d been in bed. Scurrying along the edge of the property, she halted at the corner and waited for the guard to turn, the ember of his cigarette amplified by the darkness. 

The one thing in her favour was the fact that Ravelino’s guards had gotten sloppy. They were so used to the fear Juan and his brother Iago evoked that nobody had dared attack them for years. That now worked in her favour and she was happy his men were lazy. Adeline knew after tonight a few would die and he’d amp up his security, making it that much harder for the next CIA operator to infiltrate his compound. 

Adeline felt a stab of guilt for abandoning her post and fleeing with the threat very much still in play, but she had to think about her child. At least she had the drive, and once she’d seen what was on it she’d decide what to do with it all. With that in mind, she darted across the lawn and headed for the roses. It was two minutes until her extraction time, and she knew Brand and his men were like clockwork.

She took a moment to let the dogs sniff her, the last thing she needed was them alerting the guards. Her head throbbed with the start of a headache from the tension, her plan for a nap thwarted when Iago had asked her to have lunch with him. She couldn’t refuse without making him suspicious so she’d eaten the beautifully prepared meal and drunk the minimal amount of wine she could get away with. Refusing would be an insult and Iago was a proud man, perhaps even worse than his brother, and would take offence at the slight. 

He’d questioned her on Juan’s movements, and she’d been vague, which was easy as he never shared his plans with her. She knew he was up to something and wondered if he was about to betray his older brother. 

A sound behind her made her turn quickly, her hands up in self-defence. A face she recognised came into view, covered in camouflage and smiling. 

“Brand!” She moved to him, wrapping her arms around her friend, feeling safe as he enfolded her in his arms.

“Come on, bug, time to go.”

Adeline loved the nickname he’d given her after talking about the nicknames she and her beloved sister Astrid used. He’d said bumblebees were bugs and it had stuck.

“Hustle has the car one click away. Can you run it?” He was steering her toward a rope ladder hung over the wall and concealed by the trees.

“Yes.”

Brand was carrying an automatic weapon and urged her to move as he covered her six, just like the old days. She was halfway up when she heard a shout followed by a gunshot. 

“Shit. Time to move, bug.”

Adeline moved quicker, throwing her leg over the wall as a hand grabbed for her and Santa appeared, named because of his shock of white hair and beard, but certainly not because of his belly. The man was hot, like a grey-haired, sexy, biker Santa and the best explosives expert she knew. 

“Hey, Addie, give me your hand.”

He hauled her over the wall, the brick scrapping the skin from her palms, but she didn’t feel any pain, just the taste of freedom. She jumped to the ground as Santa put down cover fire for Brand.

She kept moving toward Hustle who was in the jeep and climbed inside, her eyes on the outside of the mansion walls as she waited for her friends. Her breath left her in relief when Brand and Santa ran towards the vehicle and jumped in, Brand beside her and Santa in the passenger’s seat.

Hustle floored it, driving like a pro, hence his name. They heard shots fired behind them, but the sound faded as they got further away. 

“Well, aren’t you a sight for sore eyes.” Brand lifted his arm and she leaned into it. 

He was the brother she’d never had. They all were, and she loved them. “I missed you guys.”

“Missed you too, sweetheart. Wanna tell us what’s going on so I can make a plan for you?”

Adeline explained the situation with her handler and her pregnancy, watching the looks on the men’s faces growing darker and darker. Joel had never been popular with the Teams and even less so now.

They stopped in a field in the middle of nowhere and climbed onto a chopper. She found herself sandwiched between Hustle and Santa as Brand sat opposite. The earphones on her head startled her when Brand spoke.

“Bug, you know you need to disappear, right?”

Adeline sighed, she’d known that the CIA would never let her live and even if they did, Juan Ravelino wouldn’t. Not after she’d humiliated him by escaping. “I know.”

“I have a friend in Alaska who can set you up with a new life, new name, identity, the lot but you won’t ever be able to contact the people you love again. Not your sister or your parents.”

Her hand went to her belly and Brand tracked it, his eyes going soft as he reached for her hand. “I know it’s tough, bug, but you have to die to protect your baby. It’s the only way.”

“What about you guys? Can I stay in touch with you?”

“Not at first, but maybe after a few years we can come for a visit.”

“It’s cold in Alaska.”

“It is fucking cold, but it’s vast, like the waste land of the world and it will keep you safe.”

Adeline gave a short nod. “Thank you for always having my back.”

“Of course, you’re family.”

“Brand, can I ask one last favour?”

“Of course.”

“Will you look out for Astrid for me? Just from a distance to make sure she stays safe.”

“As much as is possible, yes.”

With that, her fate was set and a new life away from everyone she loved was put in motion. 

Six months later, as her daughter lay on her chest looking up at her sleepily after a sixteen-hour labour, she knew it had been worth it.
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He sat by her bed, his laptop open, working to find the answers he needed to solve this mystery. Adeline Lasson was part of his past nobody knew about. Not even Jack or Will knew of the connection they shared, but he did. From the second he’d heard her name fall from Astrid’s lips the pieces had come together, falling into place. 

Yet, before he could get the answers he so desperately needed, she was beaten, her voice silenced, and the answers he sought stolen once again. Lopez pushed his hair from his face, exhaustion once again plaguing him, but sleep was a rare thing for him. His mind was unable to relax and let go of the questions until his body took the choice from him and he collapsed into a deep sleep for twelve to fifteen hours, often waking feeling groggy and confused.

Jack understood his limits and knew of his past. He’d made no secret of who he was and what his past was or his desire to escape it, but nobody knew about the tether that kept him by the bed of the one woman he hoped held the answers.

He should tell Jack the truth, tell Astrid, but after everything they’d been through, he had no desire to be the one to add more complications to their lives. There’d be time for that when Adeline woke—if she woke.

He’d been by her bedside for months. So much so, he knew her condition better than anyone, and there was no reason for her coma, at least not a physical one. Her body had healed, and her brain showed no irregularities from her injury, but that was where the complexities of the human body and mind came into play. The injuries she’d suffered were predictably unpredictable. 

They’d never met or spoken in person, and yet he felt like he knew her, and he’d had the overwhelming desire to protect her and keep her safe from the people who hunted her. Looking back at his computer, he knew it would be quicker to go to Will and ask him to find the information he needed, but he also knew once that pandora’s box was opened, it couldn’t be put back, and Adeline would be in danger once more.

Her finger twitched, and he placed the computer beside him and took her fingers in his. He noticed she got agitated easily and if he held her hand and spoke to her, she eased. “It’s okay, Addie. Nobody is going to hurt you. You’re safe, and I won’t let anyone harm you ever again.”

Instead of easing, her heart rate became more erratic, and she began to thrash around the bed until he had to stand, afraid she’d hurt herself. He hit the bell for the nurse who came running in to see what was wrong. 

“I’ll find the doctor.”

Not knowing what else to do, Lopez sat on the bed and wrapped her lightly in his arms to stop her from hitting herself against the bars on the bed. As he looked down at her a sob escaped her, cracking his heart in two at the pain inside it. Her eyes flew open, and he saw the bright green orbs for the first time. Fear clouded her face as she grasped at his arms, desperately weak but still fighting.

“Addie, it’s okay. I’m a friend of Astrid’s. You call her bumble, right? And she calls you bee.” 

Recognition cleared the fear from her eyes, and she relaxed into him for a second, the weight of her feeling right in a way he didn’t understand.

Her eyes moved back to his, and he waited for her to speak. “You have to help me. Please.” Her fingers clawed at him as she tried to sit up. 

“What do you need?”

“My daughter. He has my daughter.”

Then as if the effort that took was too much, she went slack in his arms, passed out cold, and Lopez felt cold fear crawl up his spine. She had a child, and that child was missing, taken by someone. Even if it killed him, he’d get her back. Anything to take that look of desolation from her stunning face.

A doctor came bustling in moments later with the nurse and asked him to leave so they could examine Adeline. Lopez had no idea why her anguish had affected him as it did and if he were honest with himself, his reason for being by her bedside every chance he got was weak. He told himself it was because he needed the answers he prayed she held, but in truth, it was something about her.

She was beautiful in that effortless way some women were without trying. Petite, barely five foot four, with a slim athletic build, but she had curves where he loved them. Her skin was a similar peaches-and-cream tone as Astrid’s but on Adeline, with her dark brown hair, she looked paler, giving her an almost doll-like quality that belied her strength. Her bright green eyes had held him captive for those few seconds and in that time, he feared she could’ve asked anything of him, and he would’ve agreed without question.

He paced the hallway, his hand swiping over his slightly longer than normal hair, the curls evident with the longer length. He stopped to remove his glasses, which he only wore when his eyes got tired, and sat on the chair. Her words reverberated around his head. She had a child, a daughter who had been out there this whole time and he’d missed it.

Shame and guilt tore through him and he hated that he’d missed it. He’d been so absorbed with his own search for the truth that he hadn’t dived deep enough into Adeline’s past. A quick search sure as hell hadn’t revealed a child and Astrid never mentioned one.

Taking a deep breath, he pulled out his phone. He had to tell Jack that Adeline was awake. Astrid deserved to know.

“What’s wrong?” Jack answered on the second, his no-nonsense greeting to the point.

“Adeline woke up.”

Lopez heard the shudder of breath that moved through his boss, the hard man who’d formed Eidolon and led them in every way. Yet Astrid, his now-fiancée, was his weakness, or some might say his strength. He was every bit the hardass he’d always been with his business, and his enemies probably had more to fear than ever before. Once a man had been betrayed like Jack had, nothing else shocked them and mercy became less of a commodity. 

His father’s betrayal had made Jack strong in a way nobody should ever have to be, and God knew Lopez understood that better than most. It had also made his boss more generous with those he trusted, and he trusted his team.

“We’ll be there in twenty minutes.”

Jack hung up. Lopez was glad he’d be there when Astrid got the news she was an aunt and that the child she’d known nothing about was missing. If Adeline could be believed she was also in the hands of a man none of them wanted her to be.

His eyes strayed to the door and he wondered what was going on behind it. If she was awake again, if she was okay, or if she was confused. He had the overwhelming compulsion to go to her and hold her hand and tell her she wasn’t alone.

The door opened and the doctor came out. Lopez stood to his full height of six foot one. He wasn’t built like the rest of the Eidolon crew with bulk and muscle and didn’t train with them as often, but he did work out daily and could handle himself. He prided himself on being able to adapt if he was needed. Alex had taught him to fight but Liam had taught him to fight dirty, to play to his strengths, and he was cunning and could read people. 

“How is she?”

“We’ll run some tests, but she’s obviously disoriented still and a little agitated. I’ve written some medication up for her to help with that and we’ll do more when she’s had a day or so to rest.”

“Can I go back in and see her?”

“Just let the nurses make her more comfortable and you can go in, but she’ll need rest and may seem sleepy. Despite what many people think, a coma isn’t sleep, and it’s not restful. She needs to heal from that.”

“Thank you. Astrid is on her way and will likely want to speak with you.”

The doctor nodded. “I’ll be in my office if she needs me.”

The Eidolon men and women had been regulars at the hospital since Adeline was admitted, all of them keeping an eye on Adeline or just wanting to be there for Astrid who was one of the family now.

The nurse who’d first rushed in walked out and held the door for him. “She’s awake but sleepy.”

Lopez didn’t care, he just needed to see she was all right. He caught the door and pushed it slowly open, his eyes on the bed. He was very aware that while he knew her, she didn’t know him, and some fear was to be expected after what she’d been through.
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