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      Delta Force operator Ricardo Manella nearly died in the Honduran jungle. But while captive in a drug lord’s camp, he discovers a unique talent that saves his life.

      Michelle Bowman never thought about saving lives until a previously unknown telepathic connection to Ricardo saves his.

      However, her old college roommate’s twin brother proves he possesses other powers—especially the skill to consistently piss her off.

      When they become involved in a security test gone bad, they must depend upon each other and their unique method of communication to save both of their lives.
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      Ricardo lay in the mud where the horse had tossed him and tried to ignore the cold rain slashing down on him. He still held his rifle securely in his hand, not that he had any live ammo for it. If he had to lie here much longer, he might use it as a club on someone—soon.

      Just another day in Delta Force, he kept telling himself.

      Except he wasn’t in The Unit anymore.

      This was all Isobel’s fault. Not the leaving The Unit part, but all the mud and rain part.

      Why don’t y’all come up to Montana? And, like naive chumps, they all had. When the great film star Isobel Manella called, everyone came—even her twin brother. Which somehow meant that he’d ended up crawling facedown through the near freezing prairie mud.

      One of the stuntmen on her movie had driven the thirty miles from the shooting location, here in the wilds by the steep mountains of the Montana Front Range, to the nearest bar in some hole called Choteau. He’d gotten into a predictable brawl with the locals last night, and was sleeping it off with one arm in a cast and the other handcuffed to a hospital bed. Some Hollywood Joe-boy taking on a bar full of Montana ranchers. Not the brightest dude.

      Her director had needed five-ten of lean Latino dude about the same moment the Shadow Force’s plane had landed…and he’d been volunteered.

      The fake rain—that the water truck had clearly tapped directly from a glacial stream, maybe straight from a glacier itself—made the quagmire far colder than should be possible on a hot June day. If it didn’t stop pounding him deeper into the frigid mud soon, he was definitely going to have to hurt someone. Not Isobel, of course. Not only was she the movie’s star, but he’d long ago learned (probably while still in the womb) to never try to outsmart his twin.

      Her skills as an empath had cut off every nefarious plan a twelve-minute-younger twin brother could come up with before it even hatched—they’d split midnight between them and she’d been lording the extra “day” over him ever since to explain her “natural superiority.”

      :You look so cute.: Michelle’s voice bubbled into his brain. And there was his first target.

      :Go to hell!: Telepathy had its uses; telling off Michelle Bowman was a good one.

      :You wish. You do look seriously cute though, Manella. Great butt. Which is about all that’s showing above the mud.: She sent an emotion tag of :(So laughing.):—because no emotional tone passed over their link, just the words and timing. Over the last year, with her thoughts constantly rattling in whenever they chose, he’d learned to punctuate most of her sentences. She always chose the tease over the straight line, sarcasm over…most anything.

      He pushed himself up just enough that he could see her standing close behind the director. Even mixed into the crowd of male and female ranch hands gathered to watch the movie being made on their property, Michelle still stood out. Five-ten of sleek auburn redhead in jeans, a flannel shirt, and blue cowgirl boots—because, of course, she was always dressed perfectly for any occasion. She offered him one of her electric smiles.

      He let himself drop back down into the mud. Do not be thinking about that woman.

      Michelle scowled at him, but since that was one of her natural states, he couldn’t begin to figure out why.

      Besides, telling himself off didn’t help. And the cold mud wasn’t enough of a distraction. To a former Unit operator, this really was nothing. He’d take this any day over an Indonesian mangrove swamp crawling with eight kinds of nasties before you even started counting the critters that weren’t carrying guns.

      He began belly-crawling forward per the script.

      Someone grabbed his hand, and it took all of his strength to not reflexively take them down hard. He was supposed to be the battle-battered hero wounded in a Wild West ambush after all.

      Isobel, wearing the wet look like perfection, helped him to his feet. She slung his muddy arm over her shoulders. At least they hadn’t dressed her in one of those white blouses that went transparent when wet. Izzy certainly had the figure for it and he appreciated that they hadn’t taken the cheap shot. It saved him having to beat the shit out of the director.

      “Remember to keep your head down. You look nothing like Javier,” she whispered as he limped out of the mud straight toward the camera.

      “Right. I’m much more handsome.” But still, he wasn’t the newest hot-guy movie star and Javier was.

      His own shirt, however, was paper-thin, torn in all the right places, and bloody—with more red leaking from the small bladder under his arm and trickling down his chest.

      “I’ve got better pecs, too.”

      Ricardo could feel Izzy’s half laugh where her arm was clutched around his waist, though of course she didn’t show it.

      He used the butt of his lever-action Winchester 1873 rifle like a four-foot-long crutch as instructed. It was a crime to do such a thing to such a great old gun, but this was Hollywood recreating the Old West and he assumed they were too stupid to care.

      They dragged forward until he was afraid they were going to walk square into the lens before the director yelled, “Cut.”

      In moments, they were both swarmed by aides for this, that, and the other thing. All he needed was a dry towel and a fresh shirt, but instead he was pushed into a shower stall on a truck that appeared to be there just to provide shower stalls.

      Fresh clothes and towels were waiting for him by the time he was clean.

      As he stepped back out, some damn fool tried tackling his hair with a blow dryer on a long extension cord. He waved the kid off, half hoping he’d go electrocute himself in one of the many wet spots left over from the scene shoot. But it wasn’t going to happen, because there was some other chick tending the cord to make sure it stayed dry and no one tripped on it. Behind her there was—

      Isobel was looking dry and perfect as she met him outside the trailer and led him over toward an actual chuck wagon, complete with wooden wagon wheels and a red-and-white checked canopy. Someone was already pulling a jacket on over her shoulders. It wasn’t hers—some rawhide thing that maybe was appropriate for a gunslinging woman in the Wild West—so probably for her next scene. She shrugged to settle it into place with an elegant gesture.

      The food was anything but authentic, and it smelled seriously good. The chuck wagon must be part of the ranch location rather than the movie. He hadn’t had a chance to look the place over yet, some fancy-ass dude-ranch horse spread.

      He did grab a spare towel while they waited in line and began wiping down the rifle that he’d also rinsed in the shower. It was habit. A Unit operator’s life often depended on the condition of his weapon, so it always got second priority, after any dangerously bleeding wounds. Minor injuries, food, sleep…all those came third.

      “You really need all these people?”

      “Do you pay for more support staff or do you shoot for more days? On big films, bodies are cheaper than time.” Isobel went for the healthy stuff, of course. Just to make her whimper, he loaded his plate with sausage buried in peppers and onions, a big side of potato salad and chips, then threw a couple of fried chicken breasts aboard for good measure (a favorite of both of theirs).

      “More bodies are especially cheaper if they’ve got your big sister the star on the payroll,” Michelle appeared by Isobel and fingered the rawhide. “I want your jacket.”

      “Wrong shape for you, Michelle.” The two of them traced all the way back to being college roommates. The jacket had definitely been custom-made to show off his twin’s curvy figure rather than Michelle’s sleek one.

      “I want it anyway.”

      Ricardo imagined what Michelle would look like in a similar rawhide jacket…and nothing else. She also had really good arms. Maybe sleeveless. Should buy her a vest like that, dude. And…maybe he should go soak his head back in the ice-cold mud puddle.

      Instead he took a bite of chicken, then set his plate down while waiting for a shot at the brownies. He chewed and focused on drying off the Winchester. If he could scare up a cleaning kit, he’d do it properly rather than trusting some hack of a prop guy.

      “I always like a soldier who takes care of his weapon,” someone handed him a BoreSnake kit as if reading his mind.

      Ricardo almost dropped the long Winchester, then snapped to attention out of habit. “Colonel Gibson?” He nearly spit his lunch on his former commander.

      The man who never smiled, still didn’t. “Master Sergeant Manella.”

      “What the hell are you doing here, sir?” He swallowed hard and nearly choked himself. He didn’t know why he bothered asking. Colonel Gibson was the commander of Delta Force and was probably the best soldier who’d served in The Unit’s spectacular forty-year history. He also had a habit of silently appearing at the most unlikely of times.

      “My wife and I are retiring here,” he nodded in the direction of the main ranch that lay up against the break of the Montana Front Range.

      “You’re married?” He’d never imagined the colonel married; he was such a pure hard-ass soldier that it was hard to imagine him as anything else.

      At that the man almost did smile. “And I thought my retirement would be the big news.”

      “No sir.” Ricardo shook off his surprise. “That’s simply unimaginable. I find that to be way past the friendly lines of mere surprise. So you being married is the only thing that fits within my personal range of what I would classify as surprising.”

      Michelle—who’d been purposely blocking the brownies just to piss him off—looked at them in wonder. “I don’t know who you are, Colonel. But you just made him string together more words than he’s used since birth.”

      “Like you’d know,” Ricardo really didn’t need her sassing his former commander.

      “She wouldn’t, but I would.” Isobel held out a hand and Gibson shook it firmly. “She’s right as usual, Ricardo, and you know it. A pleasure to see you again, Colonel.”

      “Again?” Ricardo hadn’t even known that his former commander knew about his twin, never mind actually knew her.

      “Let’s have lunch and talk,” Colonel Gibson nodded to where the other three members of their team were already eating.

      :This is gonna be fun,: Michelle teased him.

      :Careful or I’ll make you swim in the mud.:

      :You first. Oh, wait. You already wallowed like a pig facedown in slop. Besides, if you try, I’ll sic your big sister on you and then you’ll be sorry.:

      Which almost made it tempting to try.

      He wished he could mentally shut her out, but he hadn’t found a way yet.

      Ever since he’d busted through whatever barrier had spared him from her internal voice for most of his life, she could project her words inside his head and he couldn’t do a thing about it. His only vengeance was that he could do the same—if only he could ever think of what to say to her. There were times he wished he could scream at her to stop, but it would sound just as atonal as everything else they said to each other this way. He couldn’t even sleep through it if she spoke “at” him in the middle of the night.

      A flunky came up to take the rifle from him, but scampered away when Ricardo snarled at him. He pocketed the cleaning kit, tucked the rifle in the crook of his arm, and picked up his plate. Together they threaded their way through the crowded fold-up tables and chairs over to the one wooden picnic table where the rest of Shadow Force: Psi had gathered.

      There were six members of Shadow Force, the only six in the world—that they knew of—with psi powers.

      Isobel was both movie star and empath.

      Michelle’s stepbrother Anton, an Army helo pilot who towered as big as a Montana grizzly, could “see” remote places.

      Just a couple weeks ago they’d picked up another pilot—Jesse was a Texas cowboy and a Night Stalker helo pilot who stood almost as tall as Anton—and his now-fiancée Delta operator, the little slip of a blonde Hannah Tucker. Together they did strange things with sound projection.

      Talk about a motley crew: movie star, four ex-soldiers including himself, and whatever the hell Michelle was.

      Just as he sat, he realized that Michelle’s ploy had worked—he’d forgotten to grab a damn brownie. He knew exactly what she was.

      Total pain in the ass. Ricardo nodded to himself. Yep! Dead on.
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      Michelle totally heard his silent voice message. Just to tease him, she kept her smile on her face and didn’t respond as Ricardo sat down across the picnic table from her.

      But he didn’t react or even glance at her as he usually did when they were speaking into each other’s heads with their telepathy. Instead he focused on his meal.

      And it had felt different.

      Not tone exactly but…different.

      An internal thought? One not meant for her?

      Did that explain the “Should buy her a vest like that, dude”? Was she herself the “her” in that thought? It was difficult to imagine Ricardo giving her anything other than the hard edge of his tongue on the few occasions when he did speak.

      Did this mean that he could hear her own internal thoughts if she didn’t consciously direct them at him?

      That’s a majorly cute ass, Manella. Which was true of all of him actually. He was fantastically fit.

      No response.

      So, she could hear him, sometimes, but he couldn’t hear her unless she directly thought at him.

      That meant that inside his head he’d called her a “Total pain in the ass. Yep. Dead on.”

      “You’re a real asshole, Manella.”

      Everyone around the table turned to look at her. She shouldn’t have said it aloud, even if it was true.

      He simply looked at her with those beautiful dark eyes of his that also told her nothing of what he was feeling, even when she could hear him thinking.

      His shrug came with no explanatory internal dialogue. It was as if he agreed with her.

      “Glad to see your team is shaping up well,” Gibson picked up a hamburger with all the trimmings as if they were all one big happy family. He’d said it so deadpan that there was no way to tell if it was sarcasm or not.

      Isobel, who would know through her empathy, simply smiled as she cut a slice off a grilled chicken breast. “Yes, I’m pleased.”

      “Your team’s rescue of Ambassador Delaney has received praise at the very highest levels.”

      “Which would be yours, except you said you’re quitting. What’s up with that, Colonel?” Ricardo glanced down the table at Hannah Tucker.

      :What’s up with the look?: Michelle sent to him.

      :I’ve been out of Delta most of a year. Hannah just left a couple days ago; thought she might know.:

      :You were still in while in hospital and rehab.:

      :Thanks for the reminder I didn’t need.:

      He’d finished the last of it just a few months ago—a full year after his rescue. Only after the docs had declared him healed to the best of their ability had he been medically retired. Isobel had told her how hard it had been for Ricardo to leave The Unit, not that he’d ever admit it.

      :Either way, I’ve been out. Hannah left Delta less than forty-eight hours ago to join Shadow Force: Psi, so maybe she would know…:

      Michelle spotted Hannah’s infinitesimal shake of her head.

      :What’s the problem, Ricardo?:

      His shrug was no bigger than Hannah’s head shake. :Man’s an institution.:

      :And he’s retiring. People do that, you know.:

      Still, Ricardo looked freaked, so she turned to take the bull by the horns.

      “What are you going to do after you retire, sir?”

      Colonel Gibson’s smile was slow, but it made her think that his wife was a lucky woman if she got to see that smile. “I was hoping you’d ask.”

      Michelle wondered if that was a good thing, but then she overheard Ricardo’s internal dialogue: Oh shit!

      She didn’t need to see Ricardo’s sun-dark skin paling to know the emotion behind that thought.
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      “I have only a little time while they set up the next scene,” Isobel commented as she ate some chili.

      Michelle had been enjoying her own until Ricardo’s comment. A moment ago she’d wondered if she’d ever really tasted chili before; it looked so simple and tasted so complex. Now it tasted like old sandpaper.

      She’d enjoyed going on the little missions the team had done before.

      When it had been the four of them—her with Anton, Isobel, and Ricardo—it had almost felt like family. Bickering, squabbling, teasing family, but family.

      With Hannah and Jesse on board, they’d taken on their most serious mission yet, rescuing the US ambassador. It had been exciting…until the Congo’s presidential guards had started trying to kill them with machine guns.

      Michelle hadn’t peed her pants, but perhaps only because of Mom’s constant tirades on always have clean underwear in case you were hit by a bus and had to go to the hospital. Ironically, her mother had been the one to be hit by a New York metro bus. Thankfully not very hard, but enough to be sent to the hospital for cracked ribs and a fractured arm. Michelle hadn’t asked, but she’d wager Mom’s underwear had been perfect.

      Now here was Colonel Gibson, Hannah’s and Ricardo’s former commander, sitting with them. That meant that Shadow Force’s assignments weren’t going to get less dangerous any time soon.

      Though Isobel was right, her lunch break was almost over.

      Already various workers were hurrying away from the tables and back to set the lights and cameras for whatever the next scene was. A long boom on a flatbed truck, a trio of small camera drones, and a helicopter with a herd of racing horses painted along the side said it was probably a riding scene. She’d often gone riding along as Isobel had practiced daily for months in preparation for this film. Now she looked as if she’d ridden her whole life.

      Michelle had enjoyed starting out with her, but Isobel had dusted her soon enough—she was five-ten, Isobel was only five-six, but Isobel was the one who could swing up into the saddle from standing on the ground as easily as if climbing a set of stairs.

      :It’s your fault,: she shot to Ricardo.

      :What this time?:

      :You’re the one who taught Isobel to be such an athlete.:

      :Nah. She was the natural. I had to learn to keep up with her. Never take her on in soccer.:

      :I’m wicked at soccer.:

      Again one of those strange pauses in Ricardo’s speech as he looked at her before continuing.

      There were times she wished she could read his mind, not just hear the thoughts he chose to send—and a few of the ones he apparently didn’t.

      Ricardo was still thinking hard, but she didn’t hear a thing. Was he picturing something? Their telepathy didn’t include images any more than it did tone. Was he picturing her in a soccer outfit? If so, she was gonna smack the man but good.

      :You’ve been warned,: he finally sent.

      “We need to have a soccer match tonight,” she challenged the table just as Gibson was starting to say something. His glance at Ricardo said that he hadn’t missed that there was some byplay going on.

      “You’re not a telepath, are you?” Michelle asked Gibson in a whispered aside.

      “No. I have none of the gifts that your team exhibits.”

      “But…”

      “But I am a practiced observer of human nature.” Then he cracked that smile again. “The ranch doesn’t really have a good space for soccer, but they do enjoy volleyball.”

      “Fine; volleyball then,” Michelle declared aloud.

      :She’s even better at volleyball.: Ricardo might smile even less than Gibson, but she could see the amusement in his eyes. And now he’d be picturing something else?

      :Isobel is five-six! She can’t be better at volleyball.:

      :Setter, not spiker. That’s if anyone can stop her serve.:

      “Definitely volleyball,” she declared anyway.

      “I like a woman who isn’t afraid,” Gibson said softly. “There is something about fierce bravery that supersedes all other skills. It is far easier to teach the latter rather than the former.”

      “He must like you, to speak so many sentences,” a tall, elegant blonde stepped up to the table but didn’t sit. Michelle could only think of her as majestic: fit, steady, and somehow just what every woman should be though she wore clothes no fancier than Michelle’s own—far less so actually. “Colonel Gibson is rarely so loquacious.”

      “This is the team I was telling you about. Everyone, this is Major Emily Beale.”

      Michelle wasn’t a big fan of how Ricardo was looking at her. Then Jesse’s fork hit his plate with a clatter as did Hannah’s a moment later. They were definitely the cutest couple she’d ever seen.

      Jesse then whispered something to Anton, who softly said, “Holy fuck.”

      “What?”

      No one responded.

      Michelle looked up at Emily. “Who are you that you scare the crap out of my semi-brother?”

      “Semi-brother?”

      “I’m trying that label on instead of half-half siblings. Our parents married; then divorced, married others, and had us separately; and finally divorced again to remarry each other. Anton and I were both about three when they got back together. It made us some kind of siblings—even if I’m a stunning redheaded and he’s just a towering hunk of black dude. And before you ask, step-siblings is just too lame and doesn’t begin to cover our relationship’s weirdnesses.”

      Emily’s nod said that she accepted the explanation probably as calmly as she did everything.

      “So back to my earlier question,” because something about this woman made Michelle curious to know more about her. “What about you scares my six-foot-five semi-brother into silence?”

      “I don’t think that ‘scare’ is quite the word you desire. That would be the colonel’s role in most endeavors,” she rested a hand lightly on Colonel Gibson’s shoulder. “I am merely one of your hosts, as this is my husband’s family ranch.” Her casual wave encompassed everything from the big ranch house with its horse barns, cabins, corrals, and all, over to the jagged mountains that punched aloft to mark the start of the mighty Rockies that seemed to be carved from the achingly blue sky.

      Anton whispered across the table to her. “Remember I told you about the flying legends, the two majors of the Night Stalkers that I always used to dream about flying with?”

      Michelle shrugged a yes. It hadn’t really stuck out in her memory, but Anton had always been talking about “The Majors” like they were gods who deigned to walk the earth.

      “That’s her!” He pointed a finger like he was afraid the woman might bite him. And wasn’t standing right there listening with an amused half-smile.

      Not once in all the years had she seen him cowed in the presence of another. Not even Isobel, with her unstoppable beauty and smooth Latina accent had affected Anton.

      Yet he was utterly overwhelmed to be in the presence of Major Emily Beale.

      “You keep abashing my semi-brother and I could get to like you,” Michelle announced.

      “Deal.” Emily held out a hand and Michelle shook it firmly.

      “Of course, we’ll see how you feel after we’ve talked. Why don’t you all come down to the house tonight after the filming is done for the day? I’ll let our chef know you’ll be joining us.”

      “Tell him he’s worth swimming in mud for,” Ricardo held up a brownie that she was sure she’d blocked him from getting. Then she looked down and saw that one of the two she’d taken to tease him with was gone from her plate.

      Michelle snorted out a laugh.

      And for some reason, that’s what finally made Ricardo smile.
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      If he could earn one of Michelle’s laughs just by wallowing in mud and stealing a brownie, it might be worth repeating. If he could get her to wallow with him…That was seriously entertaining thought. One that sustained him through an afternoon of watching Izzy gallop back and forth across the Montana prairie, cameras rolling.

      She trotted happily with the too-handsome leading man, Javier. Ricardo didn’t watch the kissing-on-horseback scene—or its infinite retakes—because there were some things that a man should never have to imagine, like someone manhandling his big sister.

      Michelle, unstoppably, gave him a running commentary on it as soon as she noticed his discomfort.

      Later, Isobel galloped away from the bad guys in a long leather duster.

      She rode at a full gallop, with no reins, and rose to stand in the stirrups and fire a rifle with the techniques that he’d taught her about the proper handling of firearms.

      So damn proud of her I could bust.

      :Then tell her, you big oaf.:

      :Leave me alone, Bowman.:

      He hadn’t realized that he was thinking “aloud.” He’d have to watch out for that. Having Michelle able to talk directly to him alone was already strange enough.

      Finally, as evening fell, Isobel raced through the water truck’s “rain” shower—off to save the townspeople from something or other. This time they took the cheap shot of the thin, wet blouse, but the failing light would hide the details. Some of them. At least a few.

      Shit! Teenage boys are gonna go wild for that scene.

      :Every man with a heartbeat will, and a whole lot of women. Your sister rocks!:

      Shit! Had to be some way to keep Bowman out of his brain.

      And through the whole day, he also did his best to not watch Michelle, but images of her on horseback. Of her in his arms. Of her lying—

      A year ago he didn’t even know who she was. “Michelle” had just been the name of Isobel’s decade-gone college roommate and nothing more.

      Ricardo had gone straight into the Army out of high school. He’d done it partly to honor their father and partly to help Isobel’s future. Papa had gone down in the Gulf War and Mama was a single-parent nurse. There was only enough money to send one of them to college and he knew from early on that Isobel was the one who’d be important if given the chance.

      Turned out he’d been right. Texas A&M Performance Studies had been where she’d belonged. She’d been scouted for films right out of a college production for a sexy girlfriend role. Then they’d discovered that inside her stunning body was a total tomboy and Hollywood had finally found that perfect combo of incredibly sexy, total kick-ass action heroine, and “ethnically diverse”—a phrase designed to piss them both off.

      But, whatever they called her discovery, within three years she’d proven herself as a major talent and now they were writing movies specifically for her. Her career hadn’t slowed down since.

      By the time she offered to pay for any schooling he wanted, he’d been applying for Delta Force. That was the school he’d wanted. And for a decade it had paid off in full…until that day in Honduras when it all went wrong.

      The drug-runner’s runway had been a narrow strip of dirt in the middle of a slash-and-burn operation. They were running Cessnas, Beavers, Pipers…all crap single-propeller planes. The strip was too short for even the Beech King Airs and twin Cessnas, never mind the small jets. It was a rinky-dink operation, but someone had to scout it and take it down.

      He hadn’t screwed up. It was scant comfort, but what went down hadn’t been his or his teammate’s fault.

      Ricardo and Del had perched high in a tree and tracked everything going on along the runway and throughout the adjoining camp until a family of howler monkeys decided to set up nearby and start screaming at each other. Some chico barely old enough to wield an AK-47 had dumped an entire magazine blindly into the treetops to kill the monkeys. They’d just swung off, uninjured, howling and gibbering the whole way.

      With three rounds in him, Ricardo had plummeted down to land almost at the chico’s feet. What came next was too ugly to remember and during that time he’d often envied Del’s single clean round through his chest. Didn’t take a genius to figure out they were American Spec Ops, so rather than just killing him, they’d dragged him off into the deep jungle, staked him out, and gone in for some torture.

      It had been coming on dusk.

      Then…

      :You okay?:

      The question inside his head had sounded clear as a bell. He’d been wishing he could see Izzy just once more and the words had just snapped in—but in no voice he’d ever heard before.

      :Ricardo?:

      No, that wasn’t what had come next. It had been—

      A hand rested on his arm. Then it shook him.

      He swung his forearm at it—hard—to knock it aside. As he made contact, he turned his hand to capture the thin wrist and leveraged his assailant to the ground with a sharp twist and a pressure point. He raised his other hand to strike down and break their neck when there was a shout in his head.

      :Hey! That hurts!:

      On her knees in front of him, a bounty of lush auburn hair streamed over the attacker’s face. Just like the sadistic Consuela, who’d taken a special delight in breaking a rib or another fingerbone each time she could get at him in that Honduran hellhole.

      Except Consuela’s long hair had been black and curling.

      Not red.

      She was—

      He’d—

      :Oh Christ!: He let go of Michelle’s wrist. :Oh God, I’m so sorry. Are you okay?:

      :I’m fin—:

      It was all he had time to hear before Anton’s massive fist connected with his jaw and sent him flying backward into a large cloth light-diffuser panel. It collapsed as he tumbled backward through it, plowed into a lighting instrument, and knocked over several people.

      Someone screamed.

      Another yelled, “Cut!”

      The tangled group of film people collapsed and clattered to a standstill with him at the center. He’d just started to extricate himself from the mess when Anton plucked him up by his shirt like a rag doll and dangled him high in the air.

      “Give me one reason not to break your punk ass.”

      As if he had one. He’d just attacked…

      He couldn’t even think it.

      Been ready to kill…

      He let his head drop, Oh God, I’m so sorry for so many things.

      “Put him down, Anton.”

      Ricardo squeezed his eyes shut. That was the worst. Michelle not taking the slice out of him that he so richly deserved.

      “I’m gonna bust him up so bad that—”

      “He’s already been there,” her voice was soft but intense.

      “Shit!” Anton dropped him back onto his feet. Anton knew better than anyone what condition Ricardo had been in by the time they’d extracted him from that jungle—he’d been the pilot of the helo and had taken a round himself as part of the rescue.

      Ricardo had needed more operations than he had fingers and toes—even if you still counted the three toes that had been cut off. More bits of titanium in him than bones. Left hip and shoulder and right elbow weren’t even his.

      Sure, he’d been Delta Force…at least some of him had.

      Now he was nothing.
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