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        Cold Justice® – Most Wanted (Book #7)

      

      

      
        
        Every operator has a weakness.

        She just became his.

      

      

      FBI HRT operator Jordan Krychek has built his life around discipline and duty, hiding scars that run bone-deep. The night his family was murdered, the man responsible vanished into the wind. Now that ghost has reappeared—and a woman Jordan has sworn to protect is caught in the crossfire.

      

      Daisy Montana doesn’t need a bodyguard, least of all her father’s dangerously intense teammate. But when a terrorist targets her area of research, and a killer from Jordan’s past resurfaces, she becomes a pawn in a deadly game of vengeance.

      

      Forced into hiding—and into each other’s arms—the line between duty and desire combusts. From Mexico to Virginia, a relentless enemy draws them into a web of deception and betrayal. As the stakes rise and the body count climbs, Jordan and Daisy must untangle the mystery of what the next target might be, before it’s too late.

      

      This time, Jordan’s mission is personal. And protecting Daisy might cost him everything—including his heart.

      

      COLD HEAT delivers explosive action, heart-stopping suspense, and the kind of forbidden love that will bring even the most hardened operator to his knees.
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        Cold Heat is the seventh book in the Cold Justice® – Most Wanted series, featuring agents from FBI’s Hostage Rescue Team.
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            PROLOGUE

          

          TEN YEARS EARLIER

        

      

    

    
      Jordan Krychek shoved his chapped hands deep into the pockets of his battered leather jacket and blew out a cloud of frost. Jesus Christ, Chicago was cold in the winter.

      He’d forgotten.

      The past few years in Texas and other desert regions had made him soft. First chance he got, he was headed somewhere the winter wind didn’t flay flesh off the bone.

      With a nod, Krychek ducked behind the bouncer, out of the frigid temps, and into the Bare Naked Ladies strip joint in West Town, not far from where he’d grown up. Jordan ran a hand through hair that he’d let grow since leaving the Army a year ago, then sent a wink to Ana who hung upside-down on the main stage pole, doing the splits, while wearing only a G-string and glittery silver pasties.

      Impressive.

      Ana credited her athletic ability to her mom dragging her to gymnastics lessons for years when she’d been a kid. It had certainly paid off, judging from the hundred-dollar bills tucked into the strings on her hips and her strength and flexibility, which she’d demonstrated to him up-close and personal on one memorable occasion.

      He didn’t make a habit out of “touching the merchandise,” as Konrad Bocharov liked to call the women who worked for him. Jordan had been ordered to drive her and a bunch of other women home after a Christmas party. Last to be dropped off, Ana had insisted on bringing him inside to give him a “tip.” He’d told her there was no need, but it had gotten to an awkward point where refusing made him look weird. He didn’t have a girlfriend or a wife. He’d worried it had been a test, to make sure he wasn’t a homosexual—as if a gay man had never fucked a woman for show.

      Being gay was probably worse than being an undercover FBI agent as far as the Russian mafia was concerned. Their overbearing version of masculinity simply couldn’t handle it. A man in Jordan’s perilous position couldn’t afford even the whisper of suspicion, so he and Ana had shared some hopefully fun, mindless sex—the one and only time he’d been lucky enough to have sex since he graduated from the academy at Quantico—and they’d never spoken of it since.

      She blew him a kiss as he walked through the crowd, and his cheeks bloomed. What that woman could do with her mouth.

      Konrad was in his usual booth at the back. Normally, the illegal arms dealer was surrounded by a plethora of goons. Tonight, only Micky and Dmitri stood nearby, watching Jordan in their usual distrustful fashion. He’d gone to school with Micky, less than five blocks from here in a place where half the kids spoke Ukrainian and the other half spoke Russian—all with thick Chicago accents.

      Micky’s nose was out of joint because Konrad liked Jordan better than he liked Micky, even though Micky was the one who’d introduced them and brought Jordan into Konrad’s fold. Micky had expected to be bossing Jordan around, but the pecking order hadn’t worked out quite the way Micky had hoped.

      Os’ také zhyt-tya.

      Such is life, motherfucker.

      Jordan grinned at the guy and watched Micky’s eyes narrow into thin slits of hate as he stared back.

      “Ah. Here’s my favorite soldier,” Bocharov boomed loudly, banging his fist on the table.

      Bocharov got a kick out of the fact Jordan was former Army. Jordan had enlisted to get his degree, but he’d loved the structure, the discipline of military life. Despite that, he’d always known what he really wanted to be—a Special Agent, a G-man, oozing Fidelity, Bravery, and Integrity out of every pore.

      He’d needed the bachelor’s degree to apply. And, now, here he was, a fully fledged Special Agent, working undercover for one of the most evil men in America, operating in his old backyard, less than a mile from where he’d grown up and where his family still lived.

      Bocharov’s lips curved, no humor in his shark-like blue eyes as he poured two small glasses of Stolichnaya.

      “Drink.”

      Jordan picked up one of the shots. “Budmo!” He spoke the Ukrainian toast, and they clinked glasses before swallowing the drink in one throat-searing gulp.

      His eyes watered.

      He fucking hated vodka.

      Which was probably worse than being gay in the Russians’ eyes, so he drank it with gusto and held out his glass for another.

      Konrad poured two more shots, and Jordan wondered if this was going to be one of those nights where he staggered home in the small hours, barely able to walk. Getting a hangover was the last thing he wanted when the Chicago Police Department and FBI were about to close the noose around this fat bastard’s neck and lock up his ass for about a thousand years.

      Although, getting Konrad hammered might make the arrests go more smoothly.

      Jordan could not fuck this up. Too much depended on not letting anyone in this organization suspect something was about to go down and making sure no one fell through the cracks.

      “Are we celebrating?”

      “Da.” Konrad wiped a meaty fist over wet lips. “I made a sale today.” He leaned closer. “A big sale. I need you to make the delivery.”

      Jordan’s pulse skipped up a couple of notches. He hadn’t anticipated that. “Where to?”

      He’d been working for Bocharov for six months—seven months for the Bureau. He’d been recruited for this mission before he’d even graduated the academy. Officially, he still had First Office Agent status, but in reality, he’d never even set foot inside the FBI’s Chicago Field Office. He was more intimate with this strip bar than his own apartment two blocks away. He’d lived and breathed Bocharov’s world since moving back to the city.

      Getting anyone inside Bocharov’s organization had proven impossible in the past.

      Bocharov swept for bugs more often than the Russian Embassy. He did not trust strangers. Barely trusted his own goons. Micky had gotten Jordan a job as a bouncer. After breaking up a fight—staged in a way Russian psyops would have been proud of—Bocharov had brought him on as a driver and then as a delivery man. They’d shared a few drunken nights as Bocharov appeared to have taken a shine to him. Krychek wasn’t sure whether to be flattered or insulted.

      He refused to wear a wire or a hidden camera as there was no telling when he might be searched. Micky took particular joy in frisking him at random moments.

      But Jordan’s cell phone recorded everything even when it appeared to be turned off.

      Bocharov knew the FBI were watching him—the FBI and Russia’s Foreign Intelligence Service, the SVR. He was always careful to speak in code and never have the goods on his property. He rented a warehouse under a shell company and seemed naïve or arrogant enough to believe no one else knew about it. The FBI had it under surveillance, also his apartment, his mistress’s apartment, and this strip joint—as much as was possible anyhow. In this tight-knit community, strangers stood out as vividly as a streaker running through the Nave during Mass.

      The most damning information had come from key loggers Jordan had planted, accessing Bocharov’s computers, cloning his cell phones. The information attained had enabled CPD and the FBI to connect the dots of this world-wide illegal arms trade and build a rock-solid case with RICO implications.

      It had worked on the mob. About time it worked on the Russian Mafia too.

      “Arlington Heights.” Bocharov shoved a piece of paper with an address written on it across the sticky varnished wood.

      Jordan checked his watch. “What time?”

      “Ten sharp. Buyer will be driving a green Ford pickup. Don’t be late.” He placed a set of car keys in front of Jordan.

      Jordan memorized the address and then put the paper in his pocket. The more evidence the better. It was a forty-five-minute drive. Plenty of time. “Whadda you sell ’em?”

      He held his breath, hoping against hope the man would incriminate himself.

      “Bagels.” The grin was malicious. “Lots of bagels. All you need to do is drive up there. Unload the bagels and get my money. Vehicle is out back. They don’t get the merchandise without payment upfront. Forty.” Bocharov leaned closer, and Jordan smelled sour onion on his breath. “And don’t get stopped by the motherfucking pigs. If you do, ice the fuckers, da?”

      Bocharov held his gaze menacingly. Jordan nodded. It was the first time the Russian had ever told him to outright kill anyone.

      The fact that it was a cop…

      Coincidence?

      Had to be.

      If Bocharov had the slightest notion Jordan was FBI, he’d have bundled him out back and put a bullet in his skull. He certainly wouldn’t be hanging around waiting to be arrested.

      “You know where to drop the money afterwards.”

      “Sure thing, boss. Shouldn’t take more than a couple of hours. Need me for anything else later?”

      He needed to meet with his handler, Special Agent Jenna Stork and an old buddy from his school days, Detective Tobias Granger, to go over the finer details of tomorrow’s takedown. They couldn’t afford to tip anyone off, so they usually met in a grocery store miles away from either of their usual stomping grounds.

      “Not tonight.” Bocharov wet his pudgy lips. “Just don’t be late.”

      Ana walked past them having finished her set. Bocharov grabbed her by the wrist and jerked her onto his lap. Licked his fleshy tongue up the side of Ana’s sparkly cheek. He held Jordan’s gaze as he did it. “How did you like the Christmas present I gave you?”

      Jordan kept his gaze steady on Bocharov’s eyes and ignored the tension in Ana’s thin body. “What’s not to like, boss?”

      “You want more of this?” Bocharov’s hand slipped down Ana’s naked body.

      Was Konrad pissed because he’d discovered Jordan and Ana had had sex?

      Or was this some test of Jordan’s manhood or loyalty in order to climb the rungs in the Bocharov organization? Bocharov had done similar things in the past. Including making him play a round of Russian Roulette, while blindfolded, with an old Colt .45 that was supposed to have belonged to Clyde Barrow. Jordan knew enough about weaponry to believe the gun was unloaded but pulling that trigger had almost made him piss his pants. Another guy had chickened out—Jordan had never seen that guy again, and the Feds had put him on a missing person database.

      Bocharov was a master of manipulation and torture.

      Jordan wasn’t about to fail now.

      “Up to you, boss. More is great.” If Ana wanted more. “Less is fine.” None is better.

      Ana’s cheeks paled as Bocharov’s hand went under the table. Her eyes met Jordan’s and for a moment he saw a flicker of panicked fear before she blinked it away and shifted positions, twisting so she straddled Bocharov’s lap. She gyrated over the gangster. “Is this what you want, baby?”

      Jordan swallowed. He’d seen her fear, and yet he could do nothing about it that wouldn’t either get them both killed or jeopardize the case. Plus, witnesses would say she was into it. Hell, Ana would swear an oath on a Bible in a court of law to say she was into it too.

      No one went up against the bratva, not in this part of town. Not if you wanted to live. And Jordan had family nearby. Family CPD were moving to a secure location in the early morning, just before they started rolling up Bocharov’s entire organization.

      Konrad bent his head to one side but didn’t stop the woman giving him a very thorough lap dance.

      Jordan stood before the Russian forced Ana to do anything else.

      Konrad had a mistress and always said he didn’t like to share. The man disappeared sometimes for days at a time, and there was a rumor of a wife and child secreted away somewhere, but no one knew for sure, and even after months of looking, the FBI had never tracked them down.

      So why was Konrad looking as if he were about to have sex with Ana in this very public space? Was he simply demonstrating his power and superiority in case Jordan was getting cocky and thinking about maybe skimming the profits or cutting Bocharov out all together? Or was the bastard simply jealous and horny, and Ana was handy?

      She was a beautiful woman.

      Jordan suppressed his anger and the desire to arrest the motherfucker.

      They didn’t want Bocharov for “penny-ante shit”—as if assaulting women wasn’t a felony—but, as the guy was selling black-market weapons to criminals and suspected terrorists, the DA wanted to make sure that when he went down, he stayed down.

      “Call me when you get there.” Bocharov twisted around to watch Jordan walk out. Ana’s gaze met Jordan’s as she kissed Bocharov and silently told him to get the hell out of there.

      He was making it worse.

      He turned away and walked down the narrow corridor, past old movie posters of old Hitchcock classics, past the changing rooms the strippers used, past Bocharov’s office, the rudimentary kitchen. Jordan hated leaving her. He was an FBI Special Agent, and the FBI was supposed to help people, not turn away.

      But as much as he wanted the law to make sense, it didn’t always. Tomorrow, he’d make sure Ana, and the other women, were treated as victims, not accomplices.

      The back of Jordan’s scalp prickled as Micky and Dmitri followed him out and watched him with expressions that told him nothing.

      Shit.

      Was he about to get a bullet in the back of the head?

      He climbed into a red mustang he’d never seen before—probably boosted—and slid the keys into the ignition, wondering if this was going to be his last act. According to their intel, Bocharov had a penchant for car bombs. But the car didn’t explode, and Jordan crawled down the poorly lit back alley and out onto the street.

      He headed north toward I-90 and O’Hare, the roads glistening with a fresh fall of snow that melted the moment it touched the asphalt. He probably wouldn’t take the toll road if he was really selling arms for the Russian Mafia, but he wanted this delivery done quick, so he could meet up with Stork and Granger, and figure out what his part, if any, should be in tomorrow’s arrests.

      He inserted a special FBI designed wireless earbud into one ear and called Stork’s cell via a proxy number that FBI had backstopped in case the Russians were listening in.

      He had no idea if this car was bugged or not, but he had to assume it was.

      “Hey, babe.”

      “Where are you?” she sounded agitated.

      “Have to do a little errand for my boss, but I was hoping to meet up later. Maybe I could come over to your place, you know. Have a little drink?”

      “Everything okay?”

      He’d left a woman being assaulted by a vicious gangster, and he was on his way to drop off $40K-worth of guns with God knew who. If Jordan failed to deliver, he’d either be dead by morning, or he’d have blown a seven-month-long undercover operation to smithereens.

      “Come on, babe. Don’t be pissy and weird.”

      Stork was smart enough to read his simple code.

      “We’ve been watching him all day. No reason to believe he knows anything. He hasn’t been anywhere or met anyone unusual. Chicago PD have people watching the front of the club from a nearby apartment and another unmarked unit on the girlfriend’s apartment. That’s all the manpower the police commissioner would spare tonight, but”—he heard the frown in her voice—“we assumed you’d be with him all evening. Takedown is planned for five a.m. tomorrow morning.” Considering Bocharov’s crew rarely went to bed before 3 a.m., that should catch everyone asleep. “We’ll have units on all of them and at the bakery by then. You didn’t warn them, did you?”

      She meant his family.

      “Of course not.” Months ago, he had told his family that they needed to be ready for any eventuality and to put together go-bags, which they should keep in the storage closet by the back door. They knew what he was doing was dangerous, but they were willing to do anything that helped keep him safe. They’d faked an estrangement, but Jordan had figured out a way to sneak into his childhood home without anyone else knowing. His grandparents, mother, and sister were the only people in the city who knew he was an FBI undercover agent, except for Special Agent Stork and a couple of CPD detectives and the brass.

      When he’d agreed to this operation, it had been on the condition that the safety of his family, and their home and business, would be everyone’s top priority.

      “I have you on the tracker. Might wanna slow down there a little, Krychek.”

      “Slow down?”

      “I’d hate to have to bring Highway Patrol into the fold at this late stage in the game.”

      He checked the speedometer and saw he was going more than a hundred mph. Even though he wanted to press his foot harder to the accelerator and get this over with, he forced himself to ease off the gas. He’d have time to scope out the place before the arranged time anyway.

      “Baby, I’ve been told I’m a fast mover in the past and never had any complaints.” He was trying to get her to laugh, but she was a serious woman, wound up and tense.

      “Get as much info on these buyers as you can. I’ll see if the SAC will spare some manpower to pick them up in the morning. Last thing we need is more illegal arms on the streets.”

      They’d amassed quite the list of bad guys over the months, and Jordan hoped every one of the fuckers shat themselves when they heard Bocharov had been snatched up in an undercover op. Let them sweat. Let them scatter. Bocharov certainly wouldn’t show any loyalty to them.

      “Okay. Can I see you tonight anyway, just to talk? Pretty please?”

      Stork gave him an address of a late-night diner in Englewood. “Ding me if you have any problems.”

      “Can’t wait.” Jordan wouldn’t have minded backup on this, but the time crunch meant he couldn’t wait. He deepened his voice. “Hey, so, what are you wearing?”

      He grinned as she hung up on him.

      Thirty minutes later he turned south onto North Arlington Heights Road and then west on East Higgins Road. He checked the map and realized it was a nature reserve. Quiet. Remote.

      He didn’t like it.

      Not even a little bit.

      He pulled to a stop in the shadows of the parking lot and got out. Looked around but there was no one here. It was 9:55 p.m.

      The cold wind whistled through the trees and made his ears sting.

      He walked to the trunk and opened it, checked the large duffel bag full of automatic weapons and stolen munitions. Didn’t look like 40-thousand dollars’ worth but hopefully the buyer would disagree.

      He closed the trunk. Walked the perimeter of the parking lot. Took a piss. Checked his watch again as a creeping sensation that something was wrong started to hit him.

      He was about to call Stork when he realized there was no cell service.

      Fuck.

      He didn’t like this.

      Not at all.

      He bounced on the balls of his feet to try to restore circulation. It wasn’t uncommon for people in these situations to turn up late. Buyers often suspected a trap and wanted to get the lay of the land before they moved in. The last thing an illegal arms dealer liked to do was dick around in some parking lot waiting for a skittish buyer. They didn’t want the shit? Plenty of others would. Hanging around invited trouble from the cops, and no bad guy wanted that.

      But if Jordan left, he risked Bocharov getting pissed with him, or worse, with the buyer. Leaving too soon risked Bocharov starting a war with whoever failed to show up, and that might disrupt Bocharov’s usual routine and put tomorrow’s arrest timetable in jeopardy.

      By 10:35 p.m., Jordan couldn’t wait any longer. The buyer was showing discourtesy to Bocharov that no self-respecting bratva would stand for. Jordan drove out the front entrance and took a left back toward town.

      He tried to call Stork but still no signal. Finally, he hit the tollway, and his phone lit up like it was his birthday. He answered her call, “Hey.”

      “Are you okay?”

      His heart sped up a little at her urgent tone. “Sure. Why?”

      “Bocharov is in the wind.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “He’s onto us.”

      “Not possible.”

      “The team across the street from the club was found dead. The cops in the unmarked unit. Shot. Point-blank range. Mistress is alone. He’s gone. Warehouse is on fire.”

      Jordan shook his head as if trying to clear his ears. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

      “He knew, Krychek. The son of a bitch knew.”

      “Then why am I still alive?” he yelled.

      Perhaps Bocharov was planning to blow up this car with some radio signal, a phone taped to some C4 under the gas tank. Perhaps in saying those words he’d just signed his own death warrant.

      “I think he knew before he sent you out of the city.” Stork’s voice trembled.

      Trepidation pounded his consciousness. “Why would he send me out of the city? Why not put a bullet in me?”

      But he knew why. He knew.

      “He wanted you out of the way.” A sob tore out of her throat. This experienced FBI agent was crying.

      “No.” Jordan punched it. He hung up so he could concentrate on the drive. Concentrated on the leather steering wheel beneath his fingers and the slick conditions under the tires. He didn’t allow himself to think of anything until an eternity later when he pulled up on North Oakley Boulevard.

      Flames poured out of the windows of the three-story building. He pushed past patrol officers who held back crowds of onlookers. Four firetrucks were fighting the blaze, but it wasn’t enough. The building was gone.

      It didn’t mean his family were gone.

      He clung to hope.

      They were smart and always took precautions.

      He looked around. Where the hell were they?

      “Krychek!” Stork grabbed his arm.

      “Where are they?” He pulled away from her.

      Detective Tobias Granger, his childhood friend, whose idea this whole operation had been, approached him with tears streaking the black soot on his face.

      “They’re gone, Jordan.” Tobias tried to grab him, but Jordan stepped back.

      “What do you mean, ‘they’re gone’?” He stared at the building and then started heading that way, past firefighters wielding heavy hoses.

      “You can’t go in there!” Stork was screaming at him, but what the fuck did she know?

      He put his head down and tried to shield his face with his arm as he approached the inferno of his childhood home. Black smoke billowed toward him in choking waves.

      Someone grabbed his arm, and he decked them. Another person clamped him around the waist and lifted him clean off his feet. Jordan struggled as three firefighters pinned him down to the ground.

      “Let me go! Let me go!” he screamed. “My family is in there!”

      “It’s too active. We can’t get inside until we can get the flames under control,” one of the firefighters told him. “I’m sorry, but it’s too dangerous.”

      “You can’t save them, Jordan.” Granger sobbed. “It’s too late. I’m so sorry.”

      The firefighters let him go and Jordan lurched to his feet. He took another run, but Granger tackled him to the ground. Cuffed his hands behind his back.

      “For your own good.”

      Jordan headbutted the guy.

      “Stop it. Stop it!” Stork screamed, dragging him to a stop. He tried to shake her off again, but she didn’t let go. “They’re dead, Jordan. They’re already dead!”

      He stared at the flames and knew in his heart nothing could survive that inferno. As much as he wanted to be with them, first he wanted to find the man responsible and make that evil sonofabitch pay.

      “What happened at the meet?” Stork demanded, pulling him out of his dark fantasies of blood and death.

      “Nothing happened at the meet. Nothing fucking happened. It was a distraction to get me out of the city so he could do this under your fucking noses. You were supposed to protect them.” He yelled so loudly his throat hurt. “You promised me they’d be safe.”

      Stork wouldn’t meet his gaze.

      Granger closed his eyes. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”

      “Sorry isn’t good enough. It will never be good enough.” He turned to Stork. “You need to shut down all the airports and train stations. Issue an International Red Notice for this motherfucker.”

      “It’s been done, but he’s in the wind.”

      “You try his jet?”

      “Of course! We searched and confiscated his jet,” she snapped. “We’re not amateurs, Special Agent Krychek.”

      His snarled. “You could have fooled me.”

      Glass shattered, and firefighters battled to contain the blaze so it didn’t spread, but it had already reduced everything he gave a damn about to ash. Jordan closed his eyes as the realization hit him. His beloved family were gone, and it was his fault. All his fault. The grief wanted to blast out of him, but he didn’t let it. “Get these cuffs off me.”

      “Are you going to behave?” Granger demanded.

      “I am not planning to kill myself or harm any firefighters, but I make no promises about you.”

      Granger pulled in a ragged breath and then removed the cuffs.

      Rage, anger, and grief fought inside Jordan as he stared at flames destroying his family and the home they’d built since leaving Ukraine more than a century ago.

      Jordan stared at the detective, the man he’d grown up with, and at the line of cops nearby. “Someone on your team let it slip. You’re the reason they’re probably dead.”

      And the fact he still hung on to a kernel of hope showed him he was a fool.

      “Could have been from your side.”

      Jordan ignored the tears dripping down his cheeks and held out his arm. “Special Agent Stork, did you tell Konrad Bocharov I was working undercover for the FBI?”

      Eyes massive, she frantically shook her head.

      He tried to catch Granger’s stare, but the man wouldn’t meet his gaze. “What about you, Granger? Did you tell anyone?”

      Granger wiped his hands over his dirty cheeks. “I can’t believe you’d ask me that.”

      “That’s not a fucking denial!”

      “No! I didn’t do it. I would never have done that. You know me. You know me, Jordan. I would never hurt your family.”

      Jordan looked away. His throat hurt. His eyes hurt. His heart hurt. “I don’t know anything anymore.”

      An Asian man jogged over to Stork. “We’ve found two bodies in the strip joint. Man and a woman.” He showed his cell to the other agent.

      Jordan hadn’t thought he could hurt any more than he did. “It’ll be Micky and Ana.”

      Stork’s eyes widened with suspicion. “How did you know that?”

      His lip curled. “Because I thought it was weird earlier why only Dmitri and Micky were with Bocharov at the club. The others were obviously carrying out Konrad’s orders. When Ana finished her set, he pulled her into his lap even though she didn’t want it. Because we’d had sex once and he found out, and because Micky brought me into the fold. That’s why they were killed. Micky was too stupid to have even seen it coming.”

      Jordan was stupid too. He hadn’t trusted his instincts, hadn’t realized the gig was up, hadn’t called his family to tell them to run. To hide.

      Stork strode away talking on the phone.

      Granger stood, face in his hands.

      Jordan closed his eyes and then opened them to look up at the smoky sky as he made a silent vow. He was going to find Konrad Bocharov, and he was going to make the sonofabitch pay. It wouldn’t be by the rules. It wouldn’t be pretty. And he’d show Konrad the same mercy the man had shown to his family.

      He’d avenge them, and then he’d deal with the fallout.
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      VERACRUZ, MEXICO.

      Daisy Montana sipped sangria at a round table surrounded by her colleagues and was so grateful her life had returned to normal. Her brain was about to explode after being jammed full of cutting-edge research and new ideas. Inspired and re-energized, this had been exactly what she needed after the distraction and sky-high stress levels of the past couple of months.

      Her advisor, Professor Wilson Williams, sat opposite and raised his glass. “A toast to a successful symposium.”

      They all raised their glasses, even Amed Hussein, who was sticking to water because of his faith.

      This had been a fantastic conference, and her poster on the initial experiments she planned to conduct on the new fuel rod technology Wilson had designed had been well received. She was excited to test the theory that these fuel rods would produce more energy for longer while still being highly controllable. Her work followed closely on Amed’s research, and she found him to be a patient and generous researcher with both his time and his knowledge.

      “And I hope you all used the opportunity to connect with others in our field.”

      “Daisy definitely did.” This snark came from Emilia Osbourne, a first-year master’s student who’d started the program at the same time Daisy had started her PhD. She was dark-haired and pretty but also casually catty and default mean.

      But she was right. Daisy had networked her ass off—a little too successfully, in some cases.

      Professor François Tremblay, an influential French scientist who worked in Paris, was proving a little…over attentive. The guy was handsome, slick, and generally full of himself. He was also very, very smart and she was genuinely fascinated by his lab’s area of research. She didn’t need to be a nuclear physicist to know he was interested in more than her brain. She wasn’t interested in a relationship, not even a short-term, physical one. Especially not with someone so high profile in the relatively small world of nuclear engineering.

      “So did Roger.” Daisy nodded to the Yorkshireman who was at the next table chatting to another post-doc who just happened to be the prettiest woman in the room.

      She held Emilia’s gaze until the other woman looked away with a petulant shrug. The last thing she needed was her reputation being called into question. Women always had to put up with that shit, and she was over it.

      And, even though François was handsome, she wasn’t attracted to him.

      The face of another man flashed into her brain, and she forced it away.

      Thoughts of Jordan Krychek elicited everything from nuclear-fission rage to throat-choking gratitude, to…something else entirely. Part of her wanted to kiss him until neither of them could breathe, while the other part wanted to hold him underwater until he couldn’t.

      Mira Jahood raised her glass in another toast. “To Mexico. A beautiful and welcoming country with a warm and generous people.”

      Daisy smiled gratefully. “To Mexico.”

      At least being here, submerging herself in the science, had been a well-needed distraction from all the events of the year so far.

      Not that her attendance here had gone down well with her dad, but thankfully he was stuck in England, and she hadn’t told him about the conference until just before it began.

      She’d been careful. Despite her natural inclination to explore the local area, she hadn’t left the hotel grounds except to attend the conference tour of Laguna Verde Nuclear Power Station with its two boiling water reactors on the Gulf of Mexico yesterday. She didn’t take foolish risks.

      He needed to learn to trust her.

      It wasn’t as if he’d been around much when she was growing up. And with her mom busy working, she’d gotten away with murder.

      And yet now they were both pulling the concerned parent cards?

      Emotions hit hard when she thought about how much the teenage version of herself could have done with that level of care and attention. She loved them, but she was a smart, independent woman who could take care of herself—and they both needed to deal with that reality.

      “Well, I don’t know about anyone else, but I’m getting some dessert.” Wilson patted his stomach with a smile.

      Fighting emotions that she was usually better at suppressing, she stood and crossed over to the dessert table and debated between the cheesecake and the chocolate mousse.

      Emilia stood next to her with a look of distaste on her features as if the offerings offended her.

      “Nothing you like?”

      “It all looks like it was made last week.”

      It looked fine to Daisy, but she wasn’t that fussy. Screw it. She’d take a slice of both.

      She turned and almost collided with Professor François Tremblay, who stood behind them in the food queue.

      Emilia smirked and headed off to talk to someone.

      Daisy moved away with an apologetic smile and a wave at her full plate. “I’m starving.”

      Tremblay’s dark eyes flashed. “I’ve always liked a woman with an appetite.” Thankfully, he said it quietly enough no one else could overhear him and gossip about it.

      “Right. Nice to have met you, Professor Tremblay.”

      “Call me François.”

      She shook her head on a laugh. The man was persistent if nothing else. “Nice to have met you, François.”

      And she went back to her table, being sure to sit in the spare seat between her boss and Mira so she could eat her dessert in peace.
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        * * *

      

      Hostage Rescue Team Operator Jordan Krychek would rather be running twelve miles with a sixty-pound pack on his back or jumping out of an airplane at ten thousand feet, parachute optional, than working this particular op.

      He’d positioned himself at a bar with a view of the wide open, double doors that led into the ballroom. He used the mirror behind the bar to monitor anyone going in and out of the final event of this nuclear engineering conference while keeping his face largely averted.

      A woman with jet-black hair and eyes to match slid onto the stool beside him. She wore a dress that showed off tanned, mile-long legs and toned shoulders. Her feet were tipped in strappy stilettos that could kill if applied with the right pressure to the right body part.

      She ordered a margarita and tapped her finger rhythmically on the bar.

      Not part of the delegation, but maybe she was a wife or a girlfriend tagging along or joining for a post-conference break. Maybe she was a tourist staying at the hotel. Hell, maybe she owned the joint.

      Not his business.

      Not his mission.

      He lazily scanned the bar and lobby, looking for anyone paying him undue attention. A middle-aged couple sat intimately, hip-to-hip, sharing a drink. Two older male conference attendees sat at a table and talked in earnest about the merits of Muon-Catalyzed Fusion. Two younger men—in their twenties—both sat alone at scattered tables, one reading a newspaper, the other scrolling on his phone. Two women giggled drunkenly over cocktails. A mix of conference goers and hotel guests, enjoying the laidback atmosphere of this beautiful, beachside hotel resort in Veracruz.

      This part of the country had seen an increase in violent crime and gang activity in the past few years, and though the vast majority of the Mexican people were honest, hardworking, law-abiding citizens, Jordan couldn’t afford to let his guard down. Not when the FBI’s Hostage Rescue Team had gone head-to-head with one of the Mexican cartels at the start of the year.

      It was the reason his boss and friend, Kurt Montana, had asked him to do this personal favor. Having recently been kidnapped himself, Kurt couldn’t bear the idea of the same thing happening to his daughter. It was a fear Kurt was going to have to deal with because life wasn’t safe, and Jordan couldn’t see Daisy Montana approving a 24/7 bodyguard even if she could afford one.

      Not his problem.

      Except, right now it was very much his problem.

      He exhaled his frustration.

      Jordan had agreed to use some vacation time to alleviate his friend’s concerns. Let him enjoy his impromptu honeymoon, helping his new wife settle her affairs in England and get moving on the documentation she needed to join Kurt in Virginia.

      And perhaps he’d agreed because he felt guilty for the terrible things he’d said and done to Daisy before he’d figured out her identity. He closed his eyes as shame rushed through him, then opened them again to keep watch.

      He was on assignment, not vacation.

      Through the open doorway he spotted his target safely eating dessert and drinking coffee.

      Jordan took a swallow of the single malt he was nursing.

      “Are you here on vacation?” The woman on the next stool asked suddenly.

      The small talk startled him.

      She was an American, probably West Coast, with the faintest hint of something European.

      “Yeah.” He raised a brow. “You?”

      She choked out a wet laugh, the sound more like a sob. “First time I’ve vacationed alone in a very long time. I don’t think I’m very good at it.”

      A sadness hit her expression as she stared at her left hand with its bare ring finger.

      Jordan steeled himself against the feelings of empathy. He wasn’t here for damsels in distress, and he certainly wasn’t interested in hooking up. Since his most recent sexual partner had tried to kill him, he was abstaining from sex until he got his shit together. He had a job to do and couldn’t afford to let himself be distracted. But part of that job was blending into the background and not standing out like some grumpy asshole who didn’t know how to hold a conversation.

      “Nasty divorce?”

      She bit her lip and tears flashed, bright and glittery in huge brown eyes. “No.”

      He knew what loss felt like, and empathy gave him a jab in the chest whether he wanted it to or not. “Sorry.”

      “People keep telling me I should move on.” She laughed self-consciously then cleared her throat. “It’s not that easy.” Her lips trembled as she held his gaze.

      Was she hitting on him?

      Or did she recognize another bruised and battered soul?

      She was beautiful, but he wasn’t interested—his last liaison had scarred him for life. But that wasn’t the real reason. The real reason was something he only acknowledged in the deep, dark, secret recesses of his dreams.

      “Looks like you’re in a good place to figure it out.” He raised his glass and indicated the nearby banquet room. “Apparently, it’s the last night of some engineering conference. I’m sure there are scores of guys in there who’d be interested in helping you…enjoy your vacation, if that’s what you wanted.”

      Her brown eyes widened at the less than subtle brushoff, and he wasn’t proud of the flash of hurt that flickered in her gaze.

      He was doing a lot of that lately. Hurting women.

      Through the thick fronds of a large potted fern, he spotted the blonde flyaway curls of the petite scientist he was supposed to be guarding. Daisy exited the ballroom and headed around the corner toward the restrooms.

      She wore a simple halter dress of cream satin which showed off her toned back and arms. She’d spent time in the sun over the past five days, and it showed in the warm glow of her skin.

      His mouth went dry as he remembered what she looked like naked and wet. And pissed. Volcanically pissed.

      If looks could kill, he’d already be laid out in a coffin.

      “Are you here with someone?” The woman caught him staring after Daisy.

      He turned to assess her again. Why was she so interested? Normal curiosity or something more? Or was he so cynical now he viewed everyone as a potential threat?

      Everyone was a potential threat.

      And he’d earned every cynical bone in his body.

      “No.” His less-than-friendly tone didn’t invite further conversation.

      He debated following Daisy. The problem was, aside from the restrooms and an outside exit, there was nowhere to hide in that corridor, and she’d easily spot him. No way did he want her to catch him. She’d likely punch him in the face and report him as a stalker.

      He wouldn’t blame her.

      Chances were, she’d be back in a couple of minutes.

      He could pull up the hotel security cameras on his cell, but he didn’t want anyone in the bar catching sight of what he was looking at.

      Working alone had its drawbacks. He hated the unknowns—the unmanaged variables, uncovered exits, lack of intel, backup, and support—but he had no reason to believe Daisy was actually in danger.

      Except from this guy…

      He ground his teeth as the professor who’d been chatting up Daisy at every opportunity headed out of the banquet hall, carrying a bottle of wine and two glasses. François Tremblay walked in the same direction as Daisy had taken.

      Jordan narrowed his gaze.

      Was he following Daisy? Had they arranged a rendezvous? Or was François simply hopeful his classic good looks might get him a little extra mileage in the networking department?

      A bolt of something hot and ugly shot through Jordan. It shocked him. It definitely wasn’t jealousy, more protectiveness. For his best friend’s daughter. The way any decent human being would feel protective over someone who was being taken advantage of.

      As the professor slipped around the corner Jordan hesitated. He wasn’t here to police Daisy’s love life. Only to protect her from harm.

      His jaw fused.

      Goddamn it.

      Did he give her space or make certain she was safe?

      No one could exist in a bubble, he knew that better than most. He had no desire to spy on her, especially if she hooked up with this guy.

      His stomach churned.

      He didn’t want to think about her hooking up with anyone.

      He was still trying to get that stupid innocent kiss out of his brain. Not to mention the knowledge of what she looked like naked.

      He silently cursed.

      What if François Tremblay was a predator? What if he planned to get Daisy drunk and take advantage of her? He was in a position of power compared to a lowly grad student.

      Jordan couldn’t sit here like a numb nut until he ascertained exactly what the situation was. Her father would never forgive him if something happened to her. He’d never forgive himself.

      If she saw him, God help him, she’d go ape-shit. Rightfully so.

      Jordan tossed back his drink, threw some cash on the bar, and climbed to his feet. He had the horrible feeling whatever he decided to do in the next five minutes would be the wrong choice, but, as profound regret formed the backdrop of every thought, every movement, what difference would one more mistake make?

      He paused beside the woman. “It takes bravery to go on after losing someone you love. I hope you find what you’re looking for.”

      Her eyes crinkled as her mouth turned into a strained smile. “You, too.”

      He held back a grim laugh. He wasn’t looking for anything except to be allowed to get on with his job. At least he got to fly home tomorrow. He forced a smile and pulled on a black baseball cap he’d bought in the airport, headed off, hoping like hell he didn’t walk straight into the one woman he desperately needed to avoid.
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      Daisy used the restroom and then washed her hands, before grabbing a fistful of paper towels from the dispenser to dry them. One look at her pale features in the mirror had her digging her lipstick from her tiny purse.

      Jordan Krychek’s disproving visage popped into her mind and pissed her off. Why him? Why not Roger with his warm laugh and sexy British accent? Why not Tremblay with his French charm and urbane sophistication?

      As a physicist, she understood attraction at the subatomic level, but she didn’t understand sexual attraction, not one little bit. Why would one guy give her goosebumps and someone else, just as objectively handsome, leave her cold?

      Why couldn’t she stop thinking about him?

      She didn’t want a relationship. The emotions that went along with relationships made you vulnerable, and she had no intention of being vulnerable with a man ever again. Her boyfriend in college had turned her into a walking talking cliché when he’d ditched her for her best friend last year. As if she’d needed another reminder the world was full of liars and cheats.

      But maybe she should give herself a break. She was feeling exposed right now. Her defenses low. Ground shaky beneath planted feet. The grief she’d experienced after being told of her dad’s death, followed by the euphoria at discovering his miraculous survival, had been a rollercoaster that had almost destroyed her. It had stormed all her usual defensive walls and left them in ruins. She needed time, and a little breathing space, to rebuild those fortifications.

      She put her lipstick away. She’d stalled for long enough. It was time to head back to the banquet.

      Suddenly, the thought of talking shop with even the most brilliant minds in the industry wasn’t enough to stop the tiredness from dragging at her. She yawned widely and decided to head to bed. She texted the lab group chat to say she’d see them in the morning. She was mostly packed. It might be nice to sit on her balcony for a half hour with a glass of wine from the bottle she’d lifted from dinner yesterday.

      She headed out into the corridor and bumped straight into François Tremblay.

      “Sorry.” She started to head around him, but François held up a bottle of red wine and two glasses. “Ms. Montana.” The light in his dark eyes was decidedly flirtatious. “Would you like to join me for a walk on the beach? I fly back to Paris tomorrow, and I am afraid our weather is a lot less temperate at this time of year. I want to dip my feet in the ocean one last time and was hoping someone would join me. The others are all busy.”

      She gazed wistfully outside.

      The idea of a walk on the beach was tempting. The resort had security who patrolled the grounds, and the beach area was well lit. Tremblay was unlikely to try anything unless she was a willing participant, and she was more than able to take care of herself. Her dad had insisted she learn a martial art, and she had a three dan black belt in taekwondo to prove it.

      Was François the sort of man who held a grudge if a woman rejected his advances?

      She didn’t think so, but she’d been wrong before.

      “I’ll join you for a glass of wine and walk on the beach, but just so we’re clear,” she held his pretty, dark-eyed gaze, “I’m not interested in anything else, Professor.”

      His eyes sparkled. “What more could a man ask for than a fine night, a decent glass of wine, and the company of a beautiful woman?”

      Okay.

      She wasn’t sure if France had caught up in terms of what did and did not constitute sexual harassment these days, but she’d been upfront and honest. If Tremblay stepped out of line, she’d let him know about it.

      They headed outside and the breeze was cool on her skin. She shivered.

      “Wait.” François placed the wine on a nearby table and shrugged out of his suit jacket. “Here, let me.” He slipped it over her shoulders, the material still warm from his body. It smelled good too. “I insist.”

      He smiled at her, and she couldn’t help but smile back. “Thanks.”

      He picked up the wine and the glasses and carried on along the path. When the path ran out, she slipped off her sandals, the sand shockingly cold against her feet. The cool breeze off the ocean was a vivid reminder it was February not June. They headed for the calm waters lapping the shore.

      “Do you think you would ever work outside of the US?” François placed the bottle of wine and the glasses on the sand as he sat, then removed his shoes and socks. Rolled his pants up over his knees. He looked slightly ridiculous but kind of cute too.

      The silk lining of his jacket caressed her skin as she hugged herself. Traveling the world with her career was definitely something she was interested in doing. “I need to finish my PhD first.”

      “Maybe you could come work with me in France? A post-doc perhaps.” He sounded thoughtful as if searching through his mind for possible funding opportunities.

      Her lips twitched. “In which case this situation is highly suspect.”

      “Not really. We are talking shop, are we not?” The man laughed as he climbed to his feet. “But perhaps maybe it is better if I don’t suggest it, yet. I wanted to spend a little more time with you as a person rather than as a scientist. I find you fascinating.” He reached out a finger to move her hair off her forehead and looked as if he wanted to kiss her.

      “Sure.” She stepped away. “Fascinating.”

      He sighed and reached down to pour two glasses of red. She watched him carefully, to make sure he didn’t spike it with anything.

      What a world they lived in where a woman had to be cautious about what she drank because losers liked to drug women.

      He offered her both glasses as if reading her mind.

      She took the one on the right. “How old are you, if you don’t mind me asking?”

      He sent her a glance through his lashes. “Why? Are you worried about the age difference? I am not that old.”

      The age difference didn’t bother her. It was the power imbalance that was the real issue.

      “You seem young to be so high up in the field.”

      “Ah, yes, well, that, I’ll take as a compliment.”

      Vain as well as smart.

      Figured.

      He took his glass and her free hand and drew her forward until they stood up to their ankles in the water. It felt surprisingly warm for the time of year.

      She let go of his hand and took a sip of wine staring up at the clouds that drifted across the night sky. The wine was rich and full-bodied, not the same as they’d been served at dinner. “Nice.”

      “Bordeaux.” He looked down his nose in disdain. “It was the best they had.”

      She laughed softly. “Watch out, your French is showing.”

      “I’m very proud of my ‘French.’” He cocked a brow and took a healthy swallow of wine. “Having standards should not be a character flaw.”

      She sipped her wine and said nothing.

      He sent her a sideways glance. He obviously knew how pretty he was—and how that angle made him appear boyish.

      “Can I ask you a question?” she asked.

      “No, I’m not married or in a serious relationship.” He sighed as if he was asked the question a lot, which was telling.

      “I was thinking more about your career path. What are your ambitions? Where do you want to be in five years’ time?”

      His eyes widened. “Ah, that seems like the sort of question I should be asking you.”

      She sent him an amused smile. “Don’t tell me you are one of those rare creatures, a man who doesn’t like to talk about himself?”

      “Now I’m caught in a trap. If I talk about myself, I’m a typical man, which I most certainly am not. If I don’t, I’m evasive and secretive.” He tipped his glass toward her and tapped his nose. “I’ve been here before. You tell me about where you want to be in five years first.”

      She swished her foot through the tranquil water. “Mine is easy and obvious. I want to finish my PhD, publish a bunch of research papers, and be offered a full-time job in my field.”

      “All very do-able—in more than one country. How’s your French?”

      “Terrible.”

      “I could teach you.” The guy oozed charm.

      She should be tempted.

      She wished she were.

      “And, for myself? Perhaps head of the International Atomic Energy Agency?”

      Her brows shot up. “Aiming high.”

      He pulled a face. “Perhaps. Perhaps not. I just want to help the world power itself with smarter and safer technology.”

      “Saving the world.”

      He gave the quintessential gallic shrug. “It’s the only one we have, after all. Why are you interested in this field?”

      She imitated his shrug. “Saving the world, of course.”

      Her interest had been spurred by the tsunami that had damaged the Fukushima nuclear reactor in Japan. The far-reaching impact and understandable fear that had arisen in the aftermath, the obvious need for ever-safer nuclear technology and facilities. She’d found herself wondering why she shouldn’t help achieve something better, something resilient and long lasting.

      No one had ever accused her of being humble or not reaching for the stars when it came to her ambitions.

      It was personal relationships that she failed at.

      Water lapped at her ankles. François took a step closer, and she thought about having sex with him. Presumably, he’d be good at it. Perhaps choosing a partner based on the lack of a spark and minus the messy emotional baggage would actually be the smart choice?

      He stared down at her, a half hopeful expression on his face.

      She glanced at the wine. “What did you put in it?”

      His mouth opened in horrified denial.

      She smiled. “Whatever it is has me reconsidering what I said earlier.”

      Shock passed over his features and morphed into a rakish grin. He took another step closer, slid his hand under the jacket she wore and caressed the bare skin of her lower back.

      Her mouth went dry but not with desire. It felt a lot more like dread. Her mood changed. She stepped away and his hand dropped to his side.

      “Sorry.” She hugged herself. “I don’t mean to be a tease.”

      He didn’t appear angry. “Bad experience?”

      The man who flashed inside her brain wasn’t the ex who’d broken her heart a year ago. She swallowed the wine and licked her lips. Found François watching her with avid interest in his dark gaze.

      “I can help you forget, you know.” His voice was low, seductive.

      “I am sure you can.” She was tempted to try. But she didn’t want to throw away her professional reputation for a quick fling that meant nothing to her and that could prove awkward in the future. “I don’t think it would be the smartest career move on my part.”

      “It’s no one’s business.” He waved his hand. Frowned. “Except they all gossip like little girls.” He pulled his lips to one side, considering. “No one has to know.” He rifled in his back pocket and pulled out a room key. “Room 514. I have another keycard,” he tapped the breast pocket of the suit jacket she wore, his finger dangerously close to her nipple, “in there.”

      She quivered in response.

      He handed her the first keycard and then lifted the jacket off her shoulders. The cool breeze rushed over her flesh and made her shiver.

      “I’ll walk through the lobby, alone. You can follow later.” He sounded eager.

      She shook her head. “I don’t think so…”

      He tilted his head to the side. “No one would ever know—just you and I. Our little secret.”

      She bit her lip. He made it sound so easy, but sex was messy and complicated.

      But, perhaps, it didn’t need to be.

      As she hesitated, he backed away, carrying his wine, eyes sparkling. “Come on, Daisy Montana. Live a little. What harm can it do?”
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      Jordan watched the Frenchman hand Daisy his room key and walk away with a quick stride as if in a hurry to get somewhere.

      That smug sonofabitch.

      Daisy stood in her backless dress staring after the asshole as he strode toward the front entrance.

      Jordan wished he had a weapon on him.

      What would he do if she went to Tremblay’s room?

      According to the data he’d unearthed, Professor François Tremblay was a respected academic in Nuclear Physics who taught at the Sorbonne. He had an ex-wife but lived alone in an apartment in Montparnasse. No criminal complaints, but the guy was an obvious player.

      Motherfucker.

      Jordan didn’t know what the hell to do. This was not the kind of situation he trained for.

      Daisy stood for another moment, staring out to sea. Then she finished the wine and turned toward where he was watching from deep in the shadows. For a second she stared, and he froze, wondering if he’d misjudged the lighting.

      His mouth dried.

      A noise from the left had her looking away, and then she seemed to become aware of how exposed she was, standing alone on that beach. He used the moment to sink deeper into the darkness.

      She hurried toward the side door of the hotel, and his heart began to pound.
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      François whistled as he strode through the lobby with a spring in his step. He was hopeful there was going to be a knock on his door shortly. Little Miss America was definitely thinking about taking him up on his offer and he’d make sure she enjoyed herself. He was not a selfish lover. He’d open her eyes to the advantages of an experienced man. One who understood what a woman’s body needed and secretly craved.

      He spotted an attractive brunette as he passed the bar and his step slowed. Older, for sure, but she obviously looked after herself.

      Perhaps, if there wasn’t a knock on his door in the next thirty minutes, he’d come back down for a nightcap. The night was young, after all.

      He grinned and saluted several acquaintances as he walked across the room. Mimed going to sleep as he stepped into the elevator. He didn’t want to ruin Daisy’s reputation, although as far as he was concerned reputations were stupid things when it came to anything except your mind and how competent you were at your job.

      Who people made love to was their own business.

      If sex was good, life was good. And why shouldn’t life be good?

      And if Daisy Montana didn’t come to his bed this time, well, there would be other conferences, other opportunities. Yes, she was young but not that young. She was a PhD student, not in high school.

      He didn’t seduce students at home, but here? Away from the norm? Away from his colleagues? Away from the vindictive and judgmental eyes of the administrators who were too old and ugly to gain his attention? Here it was safe to pursue whomever he wanted to pursue and, on this occasion, that was a pretty blonde wearing half a dress.

      He was, after all, French.

      The human body should be shown off when it looked as good as that. She was a beautiful woman and spending a few hours naked together would be an excellent way to end a conference that had been a little on the dull side.

      All work.

      No play.

      However, he was an optimist.

      He whistled as he strode to his room. He reached his door just as the one opposite opened. He slapped his card on the reader as a tall, bulky man with a shiny bald head exited the other room. François looked over his shoulder and caught the startled expression of one of the conference delegates inside the other room.

      François smirked then turned away.

      Perhaps he wasn’t the only one taking advantage of being away from home. Well, they all had their little secrets.

      He pressed down on the door handle and stepped inside, thoughts of a certain young blonde replacing those of whatever may have been going on across the hall. Something brushed against his back and then wrapped around his neck. A beefy arm trapped him against a solid chest as someone forced their way into his room.

      François threw an elbow over his shoulder, connected with a solid jaw. His attacker grunted but didn’t loosen his hold. François dropped the wine glass but remembered the bottle he held. Swung it around like a club and caught the man’s head.

      The assailant let him go.

      François brandished the bottle, not caring that good red wine was running down his arm and drenching the pale carpet like blood.

      “Get out. Get out now!” he spluttered angrily, pointing to the door.

      The man wiped the blood that was beginning to drip down the side of his face on the black leather jacket he wore. A slow and terrible grin unfurled over is lips. “I’m afraid I can’t do that.”

      His accent was Russian or some Slavic country.

      “I won’t say anything. I don’t care what you get up to.”

      “I’m afraid I can’t take your word for it.”

      A sliver of fear moved through François at the cool intensity of the man’s eyes. “I don’t have any money. There’s nothing here to steal.” He thought about the contents of his laptop.

      “It wouldn’t matter if you did.”

      The man took a step forward and François swung the bottle, missed, and tried to dodge him.

      “Aidez-nous ! Je suis attaqué !”

      The big man grabbed him by the shirt and shoved him so forcefully into the wall that it winded François.

      “Au secours !”

      Again, and his head hit the wall hard enough to daze him. He dropped the wine bottle and tried to wrench the powerful hands away. The next moment he was whirled toward the balcony door that he’d left open for the cool ocean breeze. He gripped onto the doorframe and found his voice to scream, only to have his jaw clamped shut, as well as his nose.

      His heart pounded like a drum as his fingertips clung to the wood. He couldn’t breathe. Sweat drenched his body. This man was trying to kill him.
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