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Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      “Jesus, Twist,” Roarke grumbled. “I’m gonna shove that dip down your throat if you spit near me again.” He and his men had been staked out since 0300, and though it was now evening, the hellish Afghan heat was enough to fry Roarke’s skin. It had already set his patience ablaze.

      They’d been stationed in the desert for the last three days, having received a high-priority tip. Taliban attacks had escalated across Kabul and Kandahar. The gruesome displays of power and hate were enough to push all of them over the edge.

      Twist snickered. He was kneeling on top of the rocky mountain ledge to Roarke’s left. Sweat and dirt covered his cheeks, but his eyes sparkled with mischief. He’d long since stopped protesting the nickname. Thanks to the Charles Dickens novel, Oliver’s friends had been calling him Twist since they were kids. “Rogue’s panties are in a bunch today.”

      If Roarke had to spend another second watching Twist suck and spit chewing tobacco, he’d follow through with his threat. They might be Marine Recon, but Roarke had no problem kicking his best friend’s ass when needed.

      “Shut up, you two,” snapped Viper, the big oaf. He scrubbed his thumb under his chin from where he sat across from Roarke against a large rock. “I swear, y’all are like damn kids.” His lazy tone seemed more pronounced in the hazy heat.

      Roarke twisted off the cap of his canteen and guzzled. As annoying as Twist could be, Roarke couldn’t imagine not working alongside him. These men weren’t just his team. They were his brothers. Especially Twist.

      “It calms me. Wanna try?” Twist offered the can.

      Roarke curled his lip. “That shit’s nasty. Laine would slap you stupid if she knew you were chewing.”

      Twist narrowed his eyes. “You tell my sister, and I’ll throw a scorpion in your bed.”

      “Movement, twelve o’clock,” Bruce said, his tone lethal.

      Roarke crouched toward the edge of the mountain next to Twist, where they were hidden by a boulder. Through the scope, he watched a beat-up truck roll over the uneven terrain toward what was believed to be Taliban leader Ahmed Muhammad’s compound. The first sign of activity they’d witnessed. Which was a damn good thing because he was starting to question their source.

      “Vehicle matches the description of the one seen laying the IED,” Bruce said, staring through binoculars.

      Anger pierced Roarke’s temples. The IED, which had been set off at a market four days ago, had killed two dozen people, including children.

      As team leader, he needed to make a call. “Get locked on the compound,” he said into his mic. “Hold for fire.”

      The radio operator confirmed. Roarke didn’t need to look up to be certain the drone was overhead.

      “Yeah, boss.” Twist winked and sent a wad of brown spit to the dirt. “Let’s do this.”

      Roarke raised his eyebrow at the yellow saliva near his foot. “Man, you’re brave.”

      “I gotta be, workin’ with you.” Twist laughed and elbowed him, making Roarke smile despite himself. His friend’s ability to make light of any situation was what their team needed.

      Especially in a hot-ass shithole like this.

      He trekked down the backside of the mountain with Twist on his six. Bruce and Viper followed. In minutes they were moving stealthily toward the compound.

      A hundred feet away, they stopped and lowered themselves behind a cluster of boulders. Using his scope, Roarke spotted a solid iron gate in the center of the cement walls surrounding the fortress. The vehicle was now covered with a camouflage tarp.

      “Confirmation needed,” he said to the radio operator.

      “We’ve got eyes on the target. Eight men are inside. Ahmed’s identity confirmed. Waiting for your go.”

      Twist’s chewing temporarily ceased and eagerness clenched his sweat-smeared face. Roarke moved his attention from Twist back to the compound and kept aim.

      Bruce and Viper trained their weapons on the entrance. Once the strike hit, they’d need to close in fast, eliminate any survivors, and sweep the area for intel.

      “Green light,” Roarke said.

      Static crackled in his ear. “Copy.”

      Roarke’s chest tightened as he waited for the drop. A soft whistle sounded from above. The sharp blast throttled the air, rippling in waves. Wind hit his face as the compound exploded.

      Debris pelted the dirt. The boulders shielded the men from the bigger objects, and their helmets deflected the small particles.

      “Move, move, move!” Roarke ordered. He led his team forward. Dust rushed into his nose and stung his throat and lungs. He kept his chin low, allowing his helmet to shield his eyes.

      Enraged voices shouted from inside the compound. Roarke reached the cement wall enclosing the fortress, parts of which were rubble now. He leapt over a fallen slab of concrete, and his boots landed hard on the dirt.

      Shots fired.

      Before Roarke could lock and load, Twist fired back, taking out the shooter.

      Appreciation flooded through him. “Thanks, Twist.”

      “Don’t mention it, brother. Always got your back. Me and my tobacco, that is.”

      “Still gonna make you choke on that shit if you keep spitting,” Roarke said, chortling. “Spread out!” he called to his team through the radio.

      Bruce and Viper went in opposite directions.

      Roarke made a beeline for the steel front door hanging off its hinges. Twist flanked him as they entered. The sleek marble floor was covered in dust and chunks of stone.

      “Second floor,” Twist murmured, as he hustled toward the stairs.

      Roarke slipped into the room off the entrance. Three computers were stationed on makeshift tables. The monitor of one was cracked. Another computer was knocked over. Hopefully still useful.

      Gunfire drew him out of the room.

      Twist stood on the stairs, hunched close to the railing, while a bloodied and battered man shot at him from the second story.

      Roarke caught the man between his crosshairs and fired. The bullet went through the side of his head. Blood splattered as he went down.

      Twist smirked. “Show-off.” He sent another wad of spit to the ground.

      Roarke grunted. “If you’d get that shit out of your mouth⁠—”

      Boom

      The detonation shook the walls and split the floor. Roarke threw himself to the ground. “Twist!”

      Roarke cried out as the stairs buckled. Concrete folded over Twist, and a cloud of smoke rose to the ceiling.

      A high-pitched ring vibrated Roarke’s eardrum. He staggered to his feet. Pain radiated down his back and legs. A scream bellowed from his lips, but no sound came out. He dropped to his knees at the pile of rock that was a set of stairs only seconds ago.

      Bruce and Viper were at his side, digging. Twist’s limp hand appeared. Dread clogged Roarke’s arteries.

      He seized a heavy stone positioned above Twist’s arm. His muscles screamed, his tendons resisted, but he hurled the rock to the side.

      A large gash split open the top of his best friend’s head. Twist’s hazy, unfocused eyes found Roarke. All the joy and humor drained from them. “T-Take c-care of Lainie . . .” Twist’s gaze turned distant, and his lips parted as life left his body.

      “No!” The shout ravaged Roarke’s lungs and chest, and his heart split in two. He yelled to the radio operator, calling for help, but it was too late.
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        * * *

      

      Laine bolted out of bed at the sound of her doorbell. Instinct told her to run toward it—as if reaching the door at record speed would somehow dispel the news waiting for her.

      It was after midnight. Good news didn’t come at this hour.

      Her mind ripped through possibilities. Two stuck out: Her brother, Ollie, had terrible news about a friend. Or . . .

      She skidded to the front door, flicked on the outside light, and checked the peephole. Her pulse slowed to a deafening roar. Without thought, control, or coherency, she opened the door.

      Roarke “Rogue” Logan stood on her front porch wearing cammies and a grim expression. He was here. In Pittsburgh. His brow was folded low, his hands balled firmly at his sides. Emotion was raw in his hazel eyes.

      “Lainie,” he said. The nickname her brother had called her ever since they were toddlers.

      A sob caught in her throat. She clapped a hand to her mouth and tears rushed down her cheeks.

      “I’m so sorry, honey.” The sorrow in his voice was like a fresh wound. As fresh as her still-beating heart, which had just been ripped from her body.

      She launched herself into his arms. He caught her and held her against his chest. She burrowed her face in the crook of his neck, hating Oliver for doing this. For wearing the same uniform Roarke was dressed in. For doing another tour after she’d begged him not to.

      Hating a life she now had to live without her best friend.

      Roarke held her so tightly her back ached. She didn’t care. She wanted the pain. It was the only thing that kept her from slipping to the ground and dissolving into nothing.

      He carried her inside and kicked the door shut behind him. Swooping his arm under her legs, he moved to the sofa, hitting the light on the way.

      “What . . . how?” she whispered.

      He sat down, and his fingers stilled on her spine. “We were sweeping a compound after a strike. They must’ve had an IED planted underneath the stairs . . . never should’ve fucking happened. One minute he was there laughing at me, and the next⁠—”

      She pulled away, straightening on his lap. Strain creased the corners of his eyes, and pain shone in the myriad colors of his irises. She’d known these eyes for more than half her life. Ollie had befriended Roarke in middle school, and the two had become inseparable. She didn’t have many memories after the age of ten that didn’t include Roarke.

      With his arm curled around her, his heat so strong and gentle, she couldn’t help but lean into him.

      “I wasn’t there,” she said, her voice a wobbly mess. “But I know you protected Ollie with your life. You always have.” She fought the urge to close into herself. To push Roarke away and disappear to her room until she found the will to live.

      Roarke’s pain stopped her from succumbing to her own. For now. He needed to understand that she didn’t blame him. That she still cared about him and would honor her brother’s memory through their friendship. If she had the words, she’d have said these things, but her tongue was heavier than her heart.

      He cradled her head with his palm and pulled her to rest against his shoulder. They sat in silence. Tears dripped soundlessly over her chin.

      Eventually, he spoke. “Twist told me to take care of you.” His words were thin, hollow. Void of the gruff personality she knew and loved.

      She closed her eyes. The nickname usually made her smile, but right now, she couldn’t. “He would say that.”

      “Don’t know why,” Roarke said with a scoff. “I couldn’t even take care of him. Not sure how I’m supposed to look out for you.”

      She covered his hand resting on his thigh with her own. “You always have, Roarke. But Ollie wasn’t your responsibility, and neither am I.”

      He stiffened. “I didn’t mean it that way.”

      She lifted her head. Her damp cheek was suddenly cold without the heat from his chest. She rested her palm on his bristly jaw. Emotionally exhausted, she’d probably drop if she stood. “I hope you know I’m glad you’re here. That you came home. Ollie’s death doesn’t make your life worth any less.”

      The corner of his mouth spasmed, suggesting he was humoring her. His fingers, large and brawny, curled around her wrist and gently lowered her hand. “It shouldn’t have been him.”

      His words ravaged her heart and yanked away any questions about how he felt about his survival. She opened her mouth, but he circled his arm around her shoulders to steady her and ease her off his lap, then stood. “You should sleep. It’s late. I’m gonna crash on the couch if that’s okay with you.”

      His hand fell away, taking with it any strength she had. He caught the nape of her neck and kissed her forehead. “Sleep, Lainie. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      She nodded and turned toward the stairs. Each step was like hammering a nail in her coffin. By the time she’d closed her bedroom door, she couldn’t hold in the sobs.
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        * * *

      

      Roarke sat on Laine’s couch, where he’d taken up temporary residence. It’d been a week since he delivered the devastating news of Ollie’s passing. He’d helped Laine plan the funeral and handle all Ollie’s shit, and yesterday they’d buried her brother and his best friend.

      Fucking horrible.

      Part of him wanted to run; the other never wanted to leave.

      Every time he looked at Laine, his heart broke even more. His tour was up, and he had nowhere to go. No plan, no job . . . just nothing.

      He couldn’t stay here, though. Before last week, it’d been eighteen months since he saw Laine. Still so damn sweet and pretty as ever.

      At twenty-five, she was two years his junior. They’d grown up close, and he’d always had a soft spot for Twist’s little sister—hell, who wouldn’t?

      But something had always lain beneath that soft spot. Interest. Need. Who fucking knew because he never lifted that soft spot long enough to get a good look.

      Which was exactly why he was leaving today. He had a call with his sergeant in an hour. If Tye Benson was planning to ask him to take another tour, it would be an informal way to go about it. But maybe he had personal reasons for the call.

      Either way, Roarke would find out.

      “Leaving already?” Laine’s soft voice floated from the living room doorway. Her light-brown hair was tied back in a French braid, and her turquoise eyes lacked the usual spunkiness she embodied.

      Jesus, he hoped she got that back.

      He pulled the zipper tight on his duffel. “Yeah, my heavy ass is gonna put a hole in your couch if I stay another night.”

      A sad smile pulled at the corners of her lips. “Sorry I don’t have a spare room.”

      Laine’s house had been passed down to Twist and her when their father died five years ago. Their mom had left and got remarried when Twist was eighteen. Neither of them had spoken to her in years. It was a three-bedroom house, but he wouldn’t have suggested taking Twist’s room. And from what his friend had told him, Laine refused to pack up their father’s things, so that bedroom sat full of his belongings.

      “Don’t mention it.” He straightened, slung the bag over his shoulder, and met her in the doorway. “I’ve got a call with my sergeant today. I don’t know if I’m heading out or not⁠—”

      She pressed her fingers to her temple. “Stop.” Tears filled her eyes.

      His stomach twisted, and he lowered his bag to the floor, gently grasping her elbow.

      Christ. Laine had no one now. She’d be alone in this big empty house with only memories to torment her. Twist had wanted him to watch out for his sister, but how the fuck was he supposed to do that? Twist knew Roarke had a career. He didn’t want to retire yet. The line of duty was in his blood.

      But the thought of leaving Laine to fend for herself was equally conflicting. Indecision warred inside him. He tethered his gaze to her face, holding those eyes that were engraved in his fucking heart. “Gimme the word and I won’t reenlist.”

      He could honor her request if that’s what she asked. He’d fulfilled his tour, and while he didn’t want to live as a civilian, he’d figure it out.

      The corners of her lips turned down. “I don’t want anything to happen to you, Roarke. You’re the closest thing to family I have left.” She leaned against him. Her cheek rested on his chest.

      The top of her head just reached his sternum, and her slight shoulders fit easily between his. Laine was all woman, her curves and sway a melody he didn’t need in his head. But she was so much more than that. She’d meet someone—god, he hoped so—start a family, get married. Live.

      And that soft spot of his would disappear.

      Had to.

      He kissed the top of her head. “I hate that I have to leave you like this. Whatever happens, I should be back for Christmas—if you don’t mind me holing up in your living room again.” Christmas was six months away. The thought of going that long without seeing her hit him in the chest with the force of a bullet.

      “‘Kay,” she said softly. “I’m going to London. I just decided last night. I was offered a teaching job. Didn’t get to share that with Ollie before he . . .” She cleared her throat. “Anyway, I wasn’t sure if I’d accept, but I think I will.”

      He pulled away. “Yeah? That’ll be awesome.” He squeezed her shoulders. “You’ll love it.”

      Her smile wobbled, and tears glimmered in her eyes. “I’ll be back for a couple of weeks over the holidays.”

      “Good. I’ll see you then. Keep in touch, all right? You’ve got my number. Use it anytime.”

      She placed her hand on his shoulder and rose onto her tiptoes. Her lips brushed his cheek. “Thanks for everything, Rogue.” Hearing his callsign in her voice moved something inside him.

      Damn. He needed to get on a plane and bury that soft spot with distance before he did something he wouldn’t be able to take back.

      After giving her another squeeze, he reached for his bag, said another goodbye, and left.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

          SIX YEARS LATER

        

      

    

    
      Laine rocked in the chair and snuggled her five-year-old daughter closer, inhaling her sweet innocence. This was her favorite part of the day—when she could just hold Emmy, close her eyes, and pretend she was anywhere but this prison.

      Movement outside the bedroom door made Laine stiffen. The lock turned.

      Emmy stirred.

      Laine quickly shushed her and kept rocking as the door opened. Cameron stood at the threshold, a scowl on his face. A face she’d once loved so much but now feared.

      “Out,” he said, quietly but forcefully. “Now.”

      Thankfully, Emmy didn’t wake.

      Laine stood with her daughter in her arms, kissed her chubby cheek, and lowered her to the bed they shared. Brushing away dark locks of hair, she pulled the blanket up to Emmy’s chin.

      Come home with me, my love. Two weeks to meet my family and let me do business. It’s all I ask. Then we can move back to the US.

      Cameron Azad’s words rang in Laine’s head for the millionth time since she set foot on Iraqi soil. She’d built a life with him. Six years. A child. A plan to move back home, where part of her heart longed to be . . .

      Oh, Emmy. I wish I’d just taken you home.

      Tension warped her steps as she slipped into the hall and shut the bedroom door behind her. Cameron’s scowl was deep. His piercing brown eyes flashed at her.

      She swallowed and drew her arms around her waist.

      “Where’s your hijab?”

      She lowered her gaze, wishing she had the head covering that would appease him. “I was putting Emmy to sleep. I didn’t know you were coming.”

      He leaned close, his breath hot on her cheek. “I told you to stop rocking her. She’s five years old. Not a baby.”

      Tears clouded her eyes. She’d been on the receiving end of Cameron’s wrath more than once. If he lost his temper, he could take her life. Not only would he not feel bad about it, but he wouldn’t be tried, even if caught red-handed.

      Not here in his home country. Not with his connections.

      She lowered her gaze. Until six months ago, she’d been free to disagree with Cameron. Had never feared standing up for herself. Now, she didn’t dare. Not when Emmy was sleeping mere feet away. The girl had already witnessed her mother being hit once. Laine wouldn’t allow it again.

      Cameron straightened. “Doesn’t matter. That’s not what I came here for.” He swiped his thumb beneath his brow. “We’ll marry next week.”

      Fear sent a shockwave through her bones, immobilizing her. “W-What?” she stammered.

      That was impossible. Cameron was already married. A woman she hadn’t known about until she traveled to Iraq with him. When they’d lived in London, where he held citizenship, he’d traveled to Iraq frequently—for “business.”

      He couldn’t be serious. Not unless he’d divorced Fatima, which was highly unlikely.

      The minute they’d arrived six months ago, he’d taken her to the lowest level of the mansion. She and Emmy never left the grounds. Weren’t allowed to. Only the staff and his other wife knew about them. The location of Cameron’s property kept them from the public eye—away from anyone who might question or report them for living together unmarried.

      His mouth curled ruthlessly. “You will consent to marriage or face the consequences of disobeying me.”

      Laine’s sinuses stung. They’d had this conversation before, when she’d realized he wasn’t going to let her leave. She’d told him he was holding them prisoner, that she’d escape. He’d told her he wouldn’t be punished for having a child outside of marriage, but she would.

      Fear kept her here, terrified to get word to the embassy for help. And marrying Cameron would present a whole new world of problems. For one, the embassy wouldn’t help her—couldn’t—because they couldn’t take a child from her father.

      “You understand?” he said, raising his voice with authority.

      Terror lodged in her throat. “Yes, of course, I’ll marry you.” Even though they stood in the hallway, she spoke low in hopes they wouldn’t wake Emmy.

      He nodded, his eyes small. He cupped her face in his hand and brought his mouth inches from hers, his fingers pinching her cheeks painfully. “Good.”

      After shoving her back so her head hit the wall, he turned and made his way upstairs. Hate infused every cell in her body.

      There was only one thing she could do to save her daughter, and it might cost Laine her life.
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        * * *

      

      Roarke stood on the balcony overlooking the Persian Gulf from his apartment in Kuwait. Salt hung heavy in the air. The thick dampness clinging to the breeze promised another rain. It was 5:44 a.m., and he needed to fucking sleep.

      His brain was still wired from last night’s mission. He rested his elbow on the railing and pinched the bridge of his nose. Stopping the weapons shipment into Syria had been a must. But dammit to hell and back, he hated that civilians had been hurt and killed in the process.

      Memories of innocent screams flooded his mind. “Fuck,” he wheezed.

      Ring, ring

      It could only be one of his team members. He took his phone from his pocket and glanced at the screen. Troy “Viper” Evans, second-in-command.

      He answered even though he could easily pretend he was asleep. “Yeah?”

      “Still up?” Viper’s sullen tone matched Roarke’s.

      “Kinda hard to sleep.” Rain droplets pattered on Roarke’s bare shoulders, but he didn’t go inside yet. “Need something?”

      “Just checkin’ up on you. That shit wasn’t your fault.”

      He swiped his hand over his face. He was too tired to hide his guilt. “I’m team lead. It was a hundred-percent my fault.”

      “Couldn’t be avoided. We either bombed it or let those weapons get into the wrong hands.”

      Apprehension rippled over his shoulders. Their line was secure, and they’d bowed out of Syria in record time. Still, they needed to be abundantly cautious, even during their one-month break—especially during their break.

      “We’ll talk tomorrow. I’m heading to bed.”

      “All right.” Viper clicked off.

      Roarke stalked back into his apartment. Leaving the sliding glass open and the screen shut, he flopped onto the bed in his boxers and closed his eyes.

      Six years ago, his sergeant, Tye Benson, had set him up with a contact. Tye had put a bug in Roarke’s ear about outside work. He’d been vague about the details.

      The call from Norton West, retired Navy SEAL, came half an hour later. He’d offered Roarke a position: team lead of an unofficial task force. Everything had moved at rapid speed. Roarke had helped pick his crew and named their unit Phantom Ops—no boss and zero oversight. Only the best of the best. The deadliest ex-military soldiers available for hire to the highest bidder.

      Norton’s words rang in his head: You’ll get paid out the ass, have all the freedom you want, but you won’t exist on paper. You’ll act as a civilian. You go down, you go down alone. None of this shit’s going to be legal, but a lot of it will be government work. They just need to keep their hands clean.

      It was a future he hadn’t asked for but had taken with both hands. After nights like last night, all his demons came to feast on his heart and mind.

      Pressure mounted on his chest. Events like this brought back too many emotions. The guilt was like toxic gas in his lungs, making each breath sting. It wasn’t just the memory of the screams and the innocent lives sacrificed that ate at him.

      He was also haunted by the two most important people from his past. One was dead. And he hadn’t looked after the other, like he’d promised—didn’t even know where the fuck she was.

      Falling back on his word was the ultimate failure.
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        * * *

      

      Screams from outside jolted Laine awake. Sunlight spilled into the large window, telling her it was morning.

      Emmy rubbed her eyes with the back of her hand. “Mommy, what was that?”

      Another frantic scream split the air. “One second, honey. Stay here.”

      Alertness filled her daughter’s face as she reached for her stuffed rabbit, the only thing she had from home, and hugged it to her chest. Had Laine known they’d be trapped here, she’d have packed every stuffy and blanket her daughter owned.

      After slipping out of the bed they shared, she went to the window and parted the blinds. Farad, Cameron’s cruelest guard, dragged Fatima, Cameron’s wife, across the yard. He gripped her arm ruthlessly, his brow pinched with anger and disgust.

      Stopping before the gardens, he threw her to the ground. Her tunic flapped in the wind as she struggled to sit up while scooting away from Farad. His mouth moved rapidly, likely hurling insults in Arabic. The only words she could hear and understand were equivalent to slut.

      “What’s Farad doing to Fatima? She’s crying!”

      Laine spun around and cursed herself for being so distracted she hadn’t heard Emmy get down from the bed. She scooped her daughter away from the window and carried her to the bedroom door. “Find your sister, okay? I bet Nour has some delicious breakfast waiting for you.” Their housekeeper and cook had a spread waiting each morning.

      “Okay, Mommy.” Emmy’s whispered words struck her heart. Her daughter was too observant and sensitive. She’d ask her about Fatima again later—or worse, ask someone else in the house.

      She placed a palm on her daughter’s cheek and gazed into her moss-green eyes. “Don’t mention Farad or Fatima to anyone, okay? We’ll talk about it later.”

      She hated asking her to keep secrets. If Cameron found out, he’d be furious she’d asked Emmy to hide things from him.

      Emmy gave her a tentative smile. In the months since moving to Iraq, her daughter had turned inward. Finding out she had a sister had been shocking for both Emmy and Laine. With great difficulty, Laine had kept her face neutral, in the hopes of protecting Emmy. Inside, she’d fought a maelstrom of emotions. But her daughter was wise beyond her years and had quickly learned her father wasn’t the man they once knew—thought they knew.

      After countless tears and conversations, they now knew that here, they had only each other.

      She waited until she heard Emmy’s little feet pattering up the marble steps. Turning back to the window, she watched as Cameron stalked across the backyard.

      He reached Fatima and struck her across the face. “Eahira!” he spat. Whore.

      Nausea billowed in her stomach. Fatima was the sweetest person. Mother to Cameron’s other daughter, she’d never hurt a fly. She’d been kind and welcoming to both Emmy and Laine, but the two women hadn’t gotten close.

      Several times Laine had wanted to speak to Fatima about helping them escape, but she’d been too afraid the woman would tell Cameron.

      Farad pulled out a whip.

      Laine brought her fingers to her lips. No, please, God.

      Fatima was struck over and over. The skin of her arms split as she shielded herself from each blow. A few times, the whip caught her cheek.

      There was no door that led to the backyard near Laine and Emmy’s room. The closest one was upstairs, and if she tried to get outside, she’d risk alerting the children to what was happening. Yanking the blinds wide open, she slapped her palm repeatedly against the glass.

      Cameron turned to face her. A smile twisted his lips.

      Oh god. He brought Fatima here for a reason. He wants me to watch . . .

      She shook her head, tears streaming down her face. “Cameron,” she mouthed. “NO!”

      He pulled a gun from the waistband at his back, aimed at Fatima, and fired. The woman’s mouth fell open in shock a second before the bullet entered her forehead.

      Laine cried out and covered her face. Sharp gasps ravaged her throat.

      Taking a piercing breath, she lowered her hands. Fatima lay on the ground, a pool of blood around her. Farad and two other men approached with a sheet.

      Cameron kept his gaze on her. His brow was pinched, and his eyes were glittering balls of warning.

      He’d do the same to her the first chance he got.
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      “Here, take a plate for Emmy,” Aisha said with a smile, standing at Cameron’s kitchen island.

      A couple times a month they all got together for dinner. Tonight, Laine and Cameron were hosting. Laine accepted the dish piled high with vegetables, sauces, and rice. Emmy loved Iraqi dishes but would never finish that much. “Thank you.”

      She delivered the plate to the table then returned to Aisha’s side. The children were off playing, Emmy with her sister and Aisha’s children. Aisha and her husband, Saif, were kind, and good friends with Cameron. They’d been wonderful to Emmy and her.

      Aisha came from a wealthy family. She’d gone to school abroad, and after teaching for several years in Vietnam, she’d returned to Iraq with her husband.

      “Thank you for coming,” Laine said. “I know you and Fatima were close.” It’d been two days since she witnessed Fatima’s murder. Everyone pretended her death was some kind of tragic accident and not an assassination.

      Aisha’s smile wavered. “Yes, she was a lovely woman. We’re very sorry to hear of her passing.”

      “Zahra hasn’t been the same.” Laine’s gaze drifted around the kitchen and living room. The men were tucked in Cameron’s office.

      Poor Zahra had been devastated to learn her mother was gone. For the last two nights she’d cried, and if it weren’t for Nour in the house to comfort her, Cameron would have lost his temper.

      Aisha’s lips trembled. “Yes, it’s terrible what happened.”

      Summoning her courage, Laine swallowed and placed her hand on Aisha’s arm, stopping her from reaching for another plate. “Aisha, I need your help.”

      The woman’s gaze flew to hers.

      “Cameron wants me to marry him. That’s why he killed Fatima, because⁠—”

      Aisha shook her head and snatched up the plate. “Stop,” she whispered sharply. “Someone could hear you.”

      Only two guards were on duty; she’d made sure. One was with Saif and Cameron, the other was circling the house.

      Laine took the plate from Aisha’s hands, finished the job of filling it for one of the children, then set it down on the counter. “If I don’t consent to the marriage, things could get ugly. He could take Emmy from me.” She wasn’t telling Aisha anything the woman didn’t already know.

      Laine simply needed an ally.

      Aisha closed her eyes then opened them again. Saif seemed to be a wonderful man, and he and Aisha appeared to have an easy, intimate marriage—something Cameron wasn’t capable of.

      “I need to escape with Emmy,” Laine continued. Every word she spoke led her farther and farther into a hole she couldn’t escape. But she had to take the risk. Fatima’s fate could be her own—and possibly Emmy’s.

      Cameron had told her there’d be no marriage ceremony. It’d be approved by the courts on Monday—a few days away. Then, it’d be done.

      She was tempted to oppose the marriage but there was no safe way to say no to Cameron.

      “You know how powerful he is.” Aisha spoke low. Carefully.

      Hope flourished inside Laine as she reached for the next plate, continuing to move in the hopes that Aisha would keep talking.

      An oil tycoon, Cameron wasn’t just powerful—he had enough money to hide everything illegal that he did. He was cruel. Evil.

      “Helping you could get Saif or me killed.”

      Laine lowered her chin, despair crushing her shoulders. She needed help to get out of the country. The American embassy was in Baghdad, over five hours from Cameron’s compound near the Kārūn River. Without a male guardian, she couldn’t even go into town, let alone that far.

      And with Emmy being Cameron’s biological daughter, the embassy might not even help Laine, married or not. Aside from all of that, Cameron had taken their passports.

      Tears filled her eyes. “I understand.” Her voice wobbled, and she quickly dashed the moisture from the corners of her eyes.

      Silence stretched. “If someone were to help . . . what would you ask of them?”

      Laine jerked her head toward Aisha. The woman kept her face and eyes downcast as she fixed another plate.

      Possibilities ran through Laine’s mind. With the embassy out of the question, she and Emmy would have to go on foot. Maybe cross the border into Kuwait, but they’d have to do so illegally. They were close to the Persian Gulf. Getting across and into Kuwait City could be the answer. “A boat, perhaps.”

      “You will need passports. Illegal crossing would be deadly.”

      “It’s my only chance.”

      Finally, Aisha met her eyes. “I can’t make any promises, but I’ll speak to Saif.”

      Terror seized her muscles. “No. Oh, no. You can’t.”

      The woman’s face softened. “He wouldn’t do anything to endanger you or Emmy—or anyone for that matter. But.” She lifted a slim shoulder. “I think a boat might be out of our reach.” She shook her head sadly. “I’m really not sure how I can help.”

      Aisha scooped up the last two plates, ferried them to the table, then shouted for the children. The conversation was on the verge of coming to a screeching halt, her chance of escape slipping through her fingers.

      “Wait,” Laine said, hustling around the island to where Aisha stood at the table. “What about a phone?”

      Aisha blinked. Laughter and squeals echoed as the children ran down the stairs.

      Laine’s future hung in the balance. Her chest tightened as she held her breath, waiting.

      “I might be able to help with that,” she whispered. “But who will you call?”

      Laine bit her bottom lip. “I have someone.”

      Someone she hadn’t called in years. Someone she’d all but forgotten and, at the same time, had longed for. Someone who would come no matter what.

      Roarke.
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        * * *

      

      “Oh my god, the food here is fuckin’ awesome.” Viper reached for Atlas “Striker” Wall’s naan bread.

      Striker smacked his hand. “Get outta here. You just ate three of ’em, you pig.”

      “You gonna eat that, Rogue?” Viper asked.

      Roarke pushed his side plate, which held an untouched piece of naan bread, to Viper. “Go for it. But if you get any heavier, you’re going to weigh down our bird.”

      Viper was the beefiest of their crew. At six foot five and damn near three hundred pounds of muscle, he was a beast.

      He folded the thin, floppy bread and took a massive bite. He chewed and grinned. “Worth it.”

      “No self-control,” Striker said, shaking his head. “It’s a good thing your job relies on your trigger finger.”

      Viper flipped him the middle finger. “Eat a dick, Striker. You’re the one eating everything in sight.”

      Roarke laughed and leaned back in his seat. For March, the weather was beautiful. Patio lanterns hung around the outdoor space, and if it were dinnertime and not lunchtime, they’d be lit. Music played from inside the restaurant.

      “Well, boys,” Viper said, as he polished off the last of his carbs, “next job isn’t for another month. Where you guys heading?”

      Viper and Striker discussed their plans to leave tomorrow. Viper wanted to see his parents back in the US and Striker was heading back to Pittsburgh, too.

      “What about you, Rogue?” Striker asked.

      Most Phantom Ops work took them overseas. Rogue had gone home only a couple of times over the last six years. His parents complained about it whenever he spoke to them. Now that Laine was no longer living in the US, though, it only fucking hurt to go there.

      Still, since he had nothing else to do but wallow in a foreign country, he figured he might as well see his mom and dad. “Home, I guess,” he said with a shrug.

      “Wraith and Havoc didn’t waste time leaving. Bet they’ll be the last to come back, too.” Striker smirked.

      Keir “Wraith” Draven and Lucan “Havoc” Cross were probably already balls deep in the first women they saw after getting off the plane wherever the fuck they landed. Neither of them managed celibacy well, and for the sake of the missions, they all needed to avoid relationships on the job. Six months was a long-ass time for most, but torture for guys like Keir and Lucan.

      “You got word on the next job, Rogue?” Viper asked.

      As private contractors, they never knew what was coming next. But job scarcity wasn’t a worry they had.

      “I don’t like that look on your face,” Striker said, taking a pull on his beer. “Better not be a hostage extraction.”

      “This look is just good genes,” Rogue said, dragging his thumb along the rough beard at his jawline.

      Viper guffawed.

      “I’ll touch base when I’ve got more details. Just know we’ll be back in the Middle East this time next month.” Roarke stood and threw some bills on the table—enough to cover their tab and a tip.

      “Let’s get dinner tomorrow,” Striker said. “On me.”

      Roarke agreed and said goodbye. As he made his way back to his apartment, his mind wandered to Laine for the first time in weeks. He thought of her often but more so between jobs.

      It’d been years since they spoke. The last time he’d heard her voice, she’d blown him off. He’d traveled to London to visit her. She’d been in a serious relationship and pregnant, due any minute, and for some reason she hadn’t wanted to see him . . . nor had she wanted him to meet Cameron.

      He’d left it at that, but every year he texted her on the anniversary of Twist’s death. No matter where he was or what hell he fought to stay alive, he’d never forget Twist’s day.

      Every year, she responded with something simple.

      Thank you. I was thinking about you today, too.

      Last year, she’d said, He was the best. I appreciate you remembering.

      So when he texted her on Twist’s day five months ago and got no response, it fucking gutted him. Had she forgotten to reply? Lost his number? He couldn’t just call her—they no longer had that type of friendship. But Jesus. Nothing? What the hell had he done to deserve her silence?

      Back at his apartment, he shut Laine out of his thoughts and got in the shower.

      It was Twist who tormented his mind for the rest of the afternoon. He hadn’t even stayed in touch with Laine, let alone kept an eye on her.
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        * * *

      

      Laine’s lie might bite her in the ass—or get her killed.

      But she had to get back to Aisha’s in hopes the woman would follow through with her promise and get her a phone. After all, they were running out of time. They only had a couple days before their marriage at the courthouse.

      She had to get word to Roarke before it was too late.

      “Saif didn’t say anything about getting the children together.” Cameron’s glare was hot on her neck as they climbed the front steps of Saif and Aisha’s mansion.

      He was right, of course. Normally they arranged for playdates on the weekend. Having one during the week wasn’t normal. She adjusted the material of her hijab, making sure her hair was covered.

      Desperation ate away her nerves. If Aisha couldn’t hide her surprise, Laine would act stupid and pretend she’d mixed up the days. Cameron might not fall for it, but with any luck Aisha would go along with the story.

      Laine hit the doorbell before she lost her courage. “Oh, that’s so strange. I swear Aisha said to come by this afternoon.”

      “Mommy, you’re hurting my hand.”

      Heat scorched her cheeks. “Sorry, sweetie.” She loosened her grip and didn’t dare look at Cameron.

      The door swung open, and the family’s housekeeper gave them a hesitant smile. She wiped her hands on her apron. “Hello, I didn’t know you were coming,” she said in Arabic. Or something close to that. Laine had tried to learn some of the language over the last few months.

      Sweat dampened the back of her neck. “Aisha should be expecting us,” she said weakly.

      A moment later, Aisha appeared at the door. Her gaze darted from Cameron to Laine. There was surprise in her eyes but her smile was fixed.

      “I hope we’re not early,” Laine said.

      “Oh, of course not. I’m so glad you could come.” She bent down to Emmy. “The others are in the backyard, go play!”

      Emmy let off an excited shriek and raced through the marble foyer. They stepped inside and Aisha shut the door.

      “Where’s Saif? Doesn’t he know we’re here?” Suspicion thickened Cameron’s voice.

      “He’s been so busy, I haven’t wanted to bother him. The children needed to play more after our visit the other night. I haven’t heard the end of it,” she said with a light laugh. “He’s in his office. I’ll get him.”

      Aisha disappeared down the hall.

      Cameron’s gaze seared into her. He leaned in close, his breath on her neck. “What the hell are you doing?”

      Tension cinched her vocal cords. She frowned, drawing her head back an inch. “We were invited to your friend’s house so the children could play. Why on earth would you think something’s going on?”

      His fingers bit into her elbow.

      She clenched her teeth as he abused her flesh.

      “If I find out you’re up to something, I’ll have you stoned.” His spit sprayed her ear, sending chills up and down her arms.

      “Saif’s waiting for you,” Aisha said, gliding down the hallway, her smile unwavering despite the scene in front of her.

      Cameron let go of her arm, and his brown eyes sent one last blast of loathing at her before he brushed past Aisha toward Saif’s office. Aisha gathered her into a hug. The gesture was meant to be a greeting, but Laine fell into her embrace and clung to the kind woman’s shoulders. “Thank you,” she murmured, too afraid to utter more.

      “The phone’s in the upstairs washroom behind the toilet. I’ll turn off the water in the one on the main floor and tell Cameron you had to go upstairs if he asks.”

      Laine pulled away, unable to stop the tears misting her eyes. “If anything happens, I won’t tell him you helped me.”

      “Saif is the one who got the phone,” she said with a wink.

      Fresh emotion hit Laine as she thanked Aisha again and then made her way upstairs. She dragged her hand along the marble railing, her heartbeat pulsating in her throat. Reaching the second floor, she slipped into the bathroom and clicked the lock in place.

      The large, ornate washroom boasted a double vanity, a claw-foot tub, a glassed-in shower, and a toilet, which was tucked behind a pocket door. She crossed the heated tile floor, moved inside the room with the toilet, and once again locked the door. With so much space and two doors separating her from anyone in the hallway, it was unlikely anyone would hear her if they came upstairs.

      She got to her knees and reached behind the toilet. Her fingers closed around the smooth glass screen. Sitting on the floor against the wall, she crossed her legs and powered up the device. A sense of urgency rushed through her.

      Yesterday, she’d been so sure he’d come if she called. What if he didn’t? Couldn’t? Who knew where he was right now. The last time they’d spoken, he’d told her he was doing some kind of freelance work. He’d said he would tell her more when they met for coffee in London. She’d been pregnant with Emmy at the time.

      She’d blown him off. A wave of regret crashed against her, making her sinuses ache with guilt. Cameron had forbidden her from seeing him. That should have been a red flag. She’d invited him to join Roarke and her, but he’d refused. She’d been too afraid to upset Cameron and had assumed he was under so much stress and was so eager for the baby to come that he wasn’t thinking clearly.

      God, she’d been wrong.

      Clearing her throat, she dialed the number she’d committed to memory years ago. The line rang in her ear, and a surge of fear hit her. What if he’d changed his number? What if he didn’t answer? What if he didn’t check his voicemail in time?

      “Hello?” The thick, rustic sound of Roarke’s voice made a sob catch in her throat.

      “Who is this?” he demanded, before she could respond.

      “It’s me,” she squeaked. “Laine,” she said quickly, terrified he’d think it was a prank and hang up. “It’s Laine.”

      “Laine?”

      “I’m sorry,” she said, almost choking. “I’m so sorry about all of it. Ollie. London. I⁠—”

      “Hang on. Take a breath and tell me what’s wrong.”

      She sniffed, wiped her eyes, and inhaled. She had to pull herself together, tell him the necessary details as fast as she could and get back downstairs without signs she’d been crying.

      For Emmy.

      “I’m in Iraq with Cameron and my daughter Emmy. H-He brought us here six months ago, and he won’t let us leave. He’d said it would just be a two-week visit.”

      “Jesus,” he grumbled.

      Words fell out of her mouth. She told him she was unable to get to the embassy safely and that he’d killed Fatima and planned to marry her on Monday.

      “I’m going to get you out of there, all right? I promise you.”

      Tears soaked her cheeks. “He’s dangerous. We live in the countryside. He has bodyguards and staff. He keeps us in the basement, our window faces the backyard and there’s a door up a flight of stairs that leads to the side of the house.” Information rushed from her lips, desperate to tell him every detail that might help. “There’s another child there, too. Cameron’s other daughter.” The last thing she wanted was for anyone innocent to get hurt.

      “Give me his name and your address.”

      She obliged. “Roarke, I don’t want you to get hurt. If it weren’t for Emmy, I wouldn’t even ask . . .”

      “Lainie, listen. You don’t need to worry about me. I don’t know what day I’ll make it there. It could be as soon as tomorrow, it could be the day after. I’ll have part of my team with me, but getting you out without a passport will be the biggest challenge.”

      She compressed her lips, holding back the sobs that wouldn’t be helpful. “I know it’s a lot. It might even be impossible. Just— Just get Emmy out.” The words came out broken and weak.

      She couldn’t imagine not raising her daughter. Being trapped here while Emmy was forced to live with someone else. A stranger.

      “Laine,” he boomed, his voice rough and almost angry. “I’m not fucking leavin’ you there. Got it? Get that shit outta your head. Have what you need ready. Pack light. Only the items you and your daughter can’t live without. Don’t worry about anything else.”

      Relief made her hang her head. “Okay.”

      “Can I call you back at this number?”

      “No! No,” she said again, more calmly. “A friend let me use her phone. I’m at her house right now.”

      “Okay. My team and I will be there in a day or two. Until then, hang in there, Lainie. I’ve got you.”

      Bang, bang, bang

      Laine gasped, gripping the phone.

      “Open the door!” Cameron’s voice roared over the stone bathroom.

      “I have to go,” she said, hurrying to stand. Panic made her movements clumsy and her voice shake.

      “Is he there?” Menace infused Roarke’s words.

      “Please be careful,” she whispered, then hung up.

      More impatient knocks pounded the wood. The device burned her hand. Oh god. If he found the phone, he’d kill her.

      She lifted the tank of the toilet and dropped the device inside, then secured the lid. She’d have to apologize to Aisha. She opened the pocket door and raced across the floor. “I’m coming.”

      The handle rattled.

      She unlocked the door. Before she could brace herself, the wood swung inward, nearly knocking her to the floor.

      Cameron’s wild eyes landed on her before scouring the bathroom. “What the hell are you doing?”

      She blinked, feigning surprise. “I had to use the washroom. The downstairs one is out of order⁠—”

      He brushed past her and went to the vanity. He yanked open the cupboards.

      Sweat dampened the back of her neck. She wrung her hands in front of her. “Cameron, please. What’s going on? I’m confused.”

      He went to the door closing off the toilet. Her pulse raced, and her temples throbbed with each beat. She followed, nausea acidic at the back of her throat. He looked around the tiny, nearly empty room. Moving the rack holding the toilet paper, he ignored her. He went to the toilet.

      Oh god. Oh god.

      “Is everything all right?” Aisha said, entering the washroom. “I hope that toilet didn’t die, too.” She harumphed.

      Cameron straightened. The enclosed area became increasingly small. If she backed up a few inches, she could slam the door on him and run, but she wouldn’t make it far. His lip curled, as he moved away from the toilet.

      Laine and Aisha backed up.

      “Leave us a moment, please, Aisha.” His tone was cool and disapproving, but he wouldn’t outright disrespect Saif’s wife—even if he suspected she was involved.

      “I’ll wait downstairs,” she said.

      Laine kept her gaze down, not daring to look at Aisha and give Cameron even a shred of doubt regarding her friend. The sound of Aisha’s soft, retreating footsteps was like a nail in her coffin.

      Cameron moved into her personal space, backing her up against the wall. His rough hands ran over her tunic and slid beneath the material to skim over her breasts and bra.

      Disgust mixed with fear made a deadly cocktail. When he reached the waistband of her linen pants, she jerked out of his reach. It’d been over six months since he touched her sexually. He’d made it clear they wouldn’t be intimate in his hometown until they were married.
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