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PROLOGUE

Lithuania

 

“When did the Navy SEALs start providing personal protection services to foreign nationals?” Petty Officer Lane Roberts asked as he sat down in a flower print upholstered chair with wooden arms. “And when did we start wearing civilian clothes for our operations?”

Lane had done his fair share of off-the-wall missions in his years with SEAL Team 5, but he’d never expected to find himself in a small farm cottage in Lithuania, guarding a politician from his home country of Belarus, along with the man’s wife and two children, wearing jeans and a T-shirt while working for the U.S. State Department of all things. He hadn’t even known the State Department conducted overseas operations like this.

Despite the colorful woven rug on the floor and finely embroidered tablecloth on the table in the adjoining kitchen that gave the cottage an old-world charming vibe, he couldn’t shake the idea that the whole thing felt a little weird.

“Bogdan Rybak is a member of the Belarusian National Assembly—or at least he used to be,” Noah Bradley said. One of Lane’s best friends on the Team, he stood gazing out the window into the darkness beyond, keeping an eye on the main approach to the house and the two State Department agents moving around outside patrolling the front yard area. “From what I understand, that’s like a congressman for us. Apparently, Bogdan developed a strong following over the past few years with his rather modernist ideas on improving the Belarus economy, opening up alternative political parties, and gaining energy independence from Russia. Rumors are that the current president of the country felt threatened by Bogdan’s growing popularity and targeted him and his entire family for assassination. The couple and their daughters barely made it across the border into Lithuania.”

Lane considered that information, assuming Noah had gotten it from the State Department rep who’d been there when he and his Teammates first arrived that morning. Admittedly, Lane didn’t know much about Belarusian politics, but from what he’d read, he knew Belarus was ruled by an authoritarian type of leader who’d been in power for damn near thirty years. The man had direct ties with the ruling party in Russia, and simply didn’t allow opposition to exist in his country. Given that, Lane wasn’t surprised the man had ordered a rival to be killed. But going after the man’s family, too? That was messed up—even for a dictator.

But it definitely explained why Lane had barely seen Bogdan and his family since he and his Teammates arrived. The Rybaks had come downstairs long enough for the State Department rep to introduce everyone, then the parents and their children had disappeared upstairs again, not to be seen since. Lane couldn’t blame them for needing some space. They were all almost certainly still dealing with the trauma of nearly being killed and their subsequent narrow escape from their country. 

“I still don’t understand what any of that has to do with us,” Lennox Thompson said from where he sat on the far side of the room on the couch, along with Colt Hughes, the fourth member of the Team assigned to the protective detail. Dark-haired with blue eyes, he frowned in obvious confusion. “I’ve never heard of a SEAL Team being used for something like this. This is the first time I’ve even met anyone in the State Department.”

Lennox and Colt were both new to Lane and Noah’s platoon, transferring over from one of the others on Coronado. Movement between the eight platoons that made up SEAL Team 5 wasn’t necessarily common, but it did happen. In fact, Lane had transferred a few months ago. It wasn’t that he hadn’t gotten along with the guys in his old platoon, but after getting promoted, they’d had one too many at his rank, so he’d transferred. He’d already gotten close to Noah and the other guys in the short amount of time he’d been working with them and got the feeling that Lennox and Colt would fit in just fine, too.

“The State Department is in the process of arranging political asylum for Bogdan and his family, but that could take some time,” Noah answered, still looking out the window. “With the threat from both the Russians and the Belarusian, the State Department knew they needed help from someone with more tactical expertise than their people have.”

“What about the CIA?” Colt asked, tipping back the bottle of pear flavored soda in his hand and taking a big drink. With his perpetually tousled dark blond hair and California tan, the guy looked like he’d just come back from a day of surfing. “Doesn’t their Special Operations Group usually handle this kind of thing?”

Noah shrugged, turning away from the window to look at them, blue eyes clouded. “Normally, yeah. But with all the stuff still going on right now in Afghanistan, Syria, and Yemen, it’s not surprising they reached out for help.”

Colt looked like he wanted to say something in response to that, but Noah announced it was time for them to relieve the State Department people, letting them take their turn inside and keep an eye on the Rybak family.

“Lane, you’re with me,” Noah added, heading for the back door. “Colt and Lennox, you take the front of the property.”

Giving the two State Department guys a nod as they traded places, Lane couldn’t help admitting to himself that he was a little worried about trusting them in a firefight if things went sideways. They were nice enough, but there was simply something about the way they carried themselves that made him think they had limited training with weapons and little actual field experience. Thankfully, he and his Teammates had both.

“How’s everything going with Peyton?” Lane asked softly as he and Noah made their way toward the heavier shadows that shrouded the lawn thanks to the forest that bordered this side of the property. With the soft light from the windows of the house spilling onto the grass, it didn’t take long for his eyes to adjust to the darkness. “Are things still going well now that you’ve moved in together full-time?”

Noah had been in a relationship with Peyton Matthews, bestselling author and all-around-amazing woman, for a little over eight weeks. To say things were getting serious between them would be an understatement.

Noah’s mouth edged up in a smile. “Yeah. Don’t tell anyone I said this, but I can see myself asking her to marry me sooner rather than later.”

“Marry you?” Lane did a double take. “Already?”

His buddy shrugged. “I’m not saying I’m going to ask her the second we get back, but Peyton is definitely the woman I want to spend the rest of my life with. When you know, you know.” He glanced at Lane. “You know?”

Lane didn’t know because he hadn’t yet met anyone he felt that way about, but he supposed that made sense.

“Anyway,” Noah continued when he didn’t say anything. “That being the case, I don’t want to waste time playing games. Not with the job we do. We have to hold onto the good things in our lives the moment we find them.”

“I’ll have to take your word on that,” Lane said, turning to gaze into the near pitch blackness under the trees. They hadn’t been allowed to bring their night vision goggles on this trip because the State Department thought they were too militaristic, which made locating threats in the forest damn near impossible.

“You seeing anyone at the moment?” Noah asked.

While Noah’s voice was casual enough—and his attention focused on a second-floor light that someone in the house had turned on—Lane knew his friend’s question was anything but.

“Not really,” Lane answered just as casually. “I’ve been trying to get together with Laurissa since that night of the promotion party, but so far, we haven’t been able to set anything up. Maybe when we get back.”

Lane studied his buddy out of the corner of his eye, waiting for Noah’s reaction at hearing he was interested in his sister, but other than his jaw tightening, Noah didn’t say anything.

The moment Lane had seen Laurissa at that party, he was sure they’d met before. While they had, it hadn’t been in person. Instead, it had been on Tinder. And they’d swiped right on each other. Lane wasn’t sure what bothered Noah more. That his “baby sister” had a profile on a dating app or that she’d found Lane on there.

Laurissa was gorgeous, funny, and someone he’d love to get to know better. On top of that, even though Noah might think of her as his “little sister,” she was a woman who could make her own decisions about whom she did or didn’t date. Of course, Noah didn’t see it that way, and Lane would have to be clueless not to recognize that his buddy didn’t want him anywhere near her. Obviously, Noah didn’t think Lane was good enough for her.

But Noah wasn’t going to stop Lane from asking Laurissa out, especially since she’d already made it clear that she was as interested in him as he was in her. 

“How long do you think we’ll have to stay in Lithuania pulling babysitting duty for the Rybak family?” he asked, changing the subject.

“I can’t imagine it taking much more than a week or so before the State Department gets the asylum paperwork done,” Noah said, stopping to stare into the trees. “But then they’ll have to figure out how to move them, which might mean asking for our help again.”

“You honestly think they’ll move the family to the U.S.?” Lane wondered aloud. “I mean, this isn’t the cold-war era. If they put someone as recognizable as Bogdan Rybak anywhere in the States, social media will find him in a few days.”

“I agree, but where else can they relocate them? If it were only Rybak, that’d be one thing, but he has a wife and two kids. There’s no way the State Department can simply dump them in the middle of some crap hole and hope for the best.”

Lane nodded. He completely understood what Noah was talking about. The highlight of this morning’s meet-and-greet with the family had been those two kids. Sofia, the older of the two girls at sixteen, was quiet and graceful as a deer while eight-year-old Maria was a precocious bundle of energy. Lane could understand why Bogdan and his wife would do anything to get them to safety. If he ever had kids, he’d do the same thing.

“Do you think we have to worry about anyone actually trying to make a move against them again?” Lane asked. “Would the Belarusians cross the border into Lithuania for another assassination attempt?”

Noah shook his head. “I don’t know. I’m hoping the State Department is good enough at hiding people so we never have to find out, but if the people after Bogdan figure out where he and his family are hiding, I don’t think the fact that we’re thirty miles across the Belarus border in Lithuania is gonna stop them.”

Lane cursed silently. The thought of anyone coming after those poor kids and their parents pissed the hell out of him. Before he could say that to Noah, their new Teammate’s voice came over the radio.

“We got movement to the east side of the farm heading our way,” Lennox announced, his voice low, clearly not wanting to be overheard. “Four of them, staying in the shadows to avoid detection. I don’t know who they are, but I know trouble when I see it.”

Lane pulled his Glock. For most tactical operations, he would have also been carrying an M4A1 carbine. But due to the sensitivity of this particular mission—and the State Department taking lead—they’d been limited to small caliber handguns only. Now, with the possibility of a real firefight on the near horizon, he felt damn near naked.

His first instinct was to immediately run toward the far side of the property to help his Teammates deal with the threat coming their way, but Lane knew he and Noah couldn’t do that. They were here to protect Bogdan Rybak and his family, who were in the house with four inexperienced State Department agents to keep them safe. Not to mention the fact that there was a good chance the movement to the east was intended to lure them away from the house. Textbook bait and switch ambush.

“We need to get back to the house,” Lane whispered to Noah as he turned to head in that direction, his gut screaming they were already too late.

He and Noah had almost reached the back of the cottage when the shooting started. As he’d feared, it wasn’t coming from the east side of the property where Lennox and Colt were patrolling, but instead, from inside the home.

Lane took off running at full speed, Noah right on his heels. They’d barely reached the front of the house when the sounds of automatic fire reached them from the east. 

“They’ve got us pinned down out here,” Lennox announced over the radio a split second later, his tone calm even though it was hard to hear him over the staccato bursts of gunfire coming through Lane’s ear bud. “We’re not going to be able to reach the house for a while, so you two watch yourselves. These guys are good.”

“Copy that,” Lane said.

The front door of the house was wide open, and Lane moved through it quickly to avoid being an easy target. Noah slipped in right behind him, rolling right as Lane went left. He and Noah had done this same thing more than a few times both in training and real life, covering each other as they moved through a building, clearing each corner and blind spot as they reached it.

They found the first State Department agent lying dead on the floor of the kitchen, a shattered coffee cup lying nearby, dark liquid staining the floor along with the man’s blood. The poor guy’s weapon was still in its underarm holster. The man hadn’t even had time to even draw it before the killer shot hit him in the chest.

While Lane recognized the dead agent’s face, he hadn’t had time to learn his name. That seemed to make it worse somehow. If it was anything like the SEALs, the State Department would probably never tell the man’s family what had happened to him. Just that he’d been killed in the line of duty while serving his country.

Cursing under his breath, Lane followed Noah out of the kitchen. They cleared the lower floor quickly, then cautiously made their way up the stairs to the second level. Lane was halfway there when a man darted out from behind the wall at the top of the landing. Lane put a single round through the man’s head before he could get off a shot.

Then he and Noah were charging up the stairs, moving from room to room on the second floor as quickly as they could. Another State Department agent was lying dead in the middle of the hallway. Unlike the man in the kitchen, this one had at least gotten his gun out of its holster.

Giving Noah a nod over his shoulder, Lane slowly led the way down the hall toward the main bedroom. On top of not knowing how many shooters were up there, they also had to worry about getting accidentally shot by one of the two remaining State Department agents. Assuming both of them were still alive.

Two more bad guys suddenly stepped out of a bedroom on the left, one standing tall and one dropping to a knee, guns pointed in their direction. Lane dived to the floor to avoid being hit by a spray of automatic weapon fire, emptying the entirety of his thirty round extended magazine in the shooters’ direction. Then he was up and moving before the bodies hit the floor, reloading as he went.

When he and Noah got to the end of the hallway, they stopped and took a quick look around the corner to see that the door of the main bedroom at the end was open. Three dead hostiles were on the floor while two more pressed themselves against either wall of the hallway, trying to avoid the spray of bullets coming through the door. One of the men lifted the small grenade he held, his finger coming up to pull the pin.

Lane took out the guy with the grenade before the man could pull the pin and toss it while Noah dealt with the other one. He was about to call out to the Rybaks that they were safe when gunfire echoed from the bedroom. Crap, there were more hostiles in there. There was no way the Rybaks would survive with that many rounds flying around in such close quarters. Especially if the Belarusians had been willing to throw a grenade into the room with their own people inside.

Glancing at Noah, he signaled with his free hand that he was entering the room. When Noah nodded, Lane charged forward, rolling to the left the moment he entered the bedroom. Coming up to his knees, he quickly took in the scene even as he lifted his weapon to take aim.

All four members of the Rybak family were huddled down behind the bed, an overturned dresser providing the only protection from the hail of bullets filling the space. Rybak’s wife held her tearful daughters close, desperate to protect them. One of the State Department agents was slumped, unmoving, on the floor near the bottom of the bed. The other was kneeling in front of the two girls and their mother, trying to shield them with her body.

There were three hostiles in the room, all dressed head-to-toe in black. One slowly dropped to his knees, hands clutched to his chest, blood soaking his shirt. Another focused on trying to take out the agent from the State Department. The third stood in front of Bogdan Rybak, the barrel of his weapon pointed directly at the diplomat’s forehead. The politician from Belarus had grabbed up someone’s discarded weapon, but from the way he was holding it, he clearly had no idea what to do with the thing. Lane could appreciate the attempt to go down swinging at least. He’d do anything to protect the people he loved, and clearly, Rybak was no different.

Prioritizing the threats, Lane shifted his weapon toward the man about to execute Rybak. The guy must have sensed someone was behind him because he took his attention off the Belarusian, the barrel of his weapon moving slightly off target as he glanced in Lane’s direction.

Lane didn’t hesitate, putting three rounds through the assailant’s chest. Gunfire sounded from his right a split second later, and Lane knew without looking that Noah had taken down the last hostile.

The room grew eerily silent then, Lane’s ears ringing like crazy from all the gunfire in the tight confines of the house. He knew he’d have a throbbing headache later, but he pushed that thought aside for the moment, focusing on the present and what he needed to do now.

“All clear in the house,” Noah announced softly into the radio. “Lennox. Colt. What’s your status?”

On the far side of the room, Rybak dropped his weapon and hurried over to wrap his arms around his wife and children. The State Department agent sagged against the dresser, pressing a hand to a shoulder wound that was bleeding heavily.

“We’re clear out here, too,” Lennox said. “But I doubt it’s going to stay that way for long, especially if these guys had a back-up crew ready to move in if they failed. We need to move ASAP.”

“Copy that,” Lane said, holstering his weapon.

Lane exchanged glances with Noah who nodded and headed toward the injured agent while he made his way over to the Rybak family where they still huddled together on the floor looking terrified.

“Mr. Rybak, we need to leave,” he said. “It’s no longer safe here.”

The Belarusian didn’t say a word, but simply nodded. Gently urging his wife to her feet, he picked up Maria, a teddy bear clutched tightly in her grip, then took Sofia’s hand before looking at Lane.

“Lead the way,” he said.

Noah scooped up the injured agent and headed for the door with the nearly unconscious woman, followed by Rybak and his family, then Lane. He let out a sigh of relief as he hurried down the steps after them, thankful he and his Teammates had been able to save their lives. Of course, now they had to figure out how to find another safe house in the middle of the night.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ONE

 

 

“One more game?” Laurissa Bradley asked, motioning at the pins already being set up at the end of the lane. “It’s been a crazy week and I could use the stress relief.”

From where she stood at the control panel, her best friend, Tabitha Turner, glanced over her shoulder as she set up the next game, her dark eyes dancing. “If you really want to relieve stress, I’d recommend taking a big, strong, handsome stud muffin home and doing some dancing in the sheets. No pointe shoes required.”

Laurissa laughed so hard she almost fell off the bowling alley’s slippery plastic seat. She’d known Tabby for years and still never knew what was going to come out of her mouth from one moment to the next.

“Thanks for the advice, oh wise Jedi Master, but unfortunately, I have no prospects at the moment, so the only dancing I’ll be doing is while wearing pointe shoes at the ballet studio,” Laurissa told her.

Tabby started to laugh, then stopped as the clatter of heavy footsteps came their way. Her friend looked up, a wide smile spreading across her face at whatever—or more precisely, whomever—she saw. Laurissa groaned silently, refusing to turn around and see who her friend found so fascinating. If she knew Tabby—and she did—the woman was already planning to set her up with one of the newcomers.

Laurissa silently hoped the group would keep going and grab another empty lane, but when the footsteps slowed, she knew she wouldn’t be that lucky. Nope, the guys were going to be bowling in the lane right next to her and Tabby.

“Now, this could get interesting,” her friend murmured softly.

The footsteps stopped on the other side of Laurissa’s seat, followed by the unmistakable sound of bowling shoes landing on the heavily varnished floor. She refused to turn around, even if her curiosity was starting to get the better of her.

“Hey there,” Tabby said, gaze locked on the men, another big smile curving her lips.

As the men returned her greeting, Laurissa found herself sitting up straighter when she realized she recognized one of the voices. Turning, she saw Lane standing there, a sexy grin tipping up the corners of his mouth. Tall and broad shouldered, he had silky dark hair and the most gorgeous green eyes she’d ever seen.

“Laurissa!” Lane stepped forward to giving her a hug at the same time as she jumped up out of her seat. “What are the chances of running into you after all the dates we’ve tried to set up have gotten derailed?”

“I know, right?!”

Laurissa threw herself into Lane’s strong arms, even if her diminutive height only brought the top of her head up to his muscular chest. Not that she was complaining. It simply meant there was more of him to climb.

It wasn’t until she stepped back that Laurissa remembered there were two other guys with Lane. Having spent a lot of time around her brother’s Teammates, she recognized SEALs when she saw them. 

“Laurissa, this is Lennox Thompson and Colt Hughes,” Lane introduced. “They’re the newest members of our platoon. We were out of town and just got back, so we thought we’d get in a few games and maybe something to eat. Guys, this is Laurissa Bradley—as in Noah’s younger sister.”

Laurissa smiled and shook their hands, not bothering to ask where they’d been. When you had a Navy SEAL for a brother, you quickly picked up on the fact that out of town was code speak for out of the frigging country getting shot at. The first rule of being around a SEAL was that you didn’t talk about what he did for a living. It was merely part of the deal. Like a bro code—with dangerous weapons.

“This is my best friend, Tabitha Turner,” she said, motioning toward her friend, who was smiling at Lennox and Colt like she was wondering if they’d both fit in her bed at the same time. “She works at the San Diego Ballet Company with me. She’s in charge of keeping the place up and running.”

“It’s Tabby to my friends,” Tabitha said, giving Lennox and Colt a coy look even as she blatantly checked them out.

Colt gave her a charming smile, reaching out to shake her hand. “Well, I hope I get a chance to call you Tabby sometime very soon.”

Laurissa noticed Colt held Tabby’s hand for a bit longer than necessary, and that Tabby didn’t seem to mind in the least.

“I should warn you to keep your distance from Colt,” Lennox said, skillfully nudging the other SEAL aside and taking possession of Tabby’s hand. “He’s an incorrigible player whose only after one thing —and it’s not your nickname.”

Tabby only smiled brighter, gripping Lennox’s hand a bit tighter as she gave it a friendly tug. “Who says I have a problem with players?” she said with a soft laugh, eyeing both SEALs like she was sizing them up for dinner. Or quite possibly dessert. “Why don’t you guys join us? Laurissa and I were just about to start a new game. That way we can all play together.”

Laurissa almost laughed. Her friend was incorrigible. That said, there was something incredibly refreshing about watching a woman systematically dismantle typically male stereotypes.

Even though they were all sitting together, Lennox and Colt were so focused on Tabby that it was almost like Laurissa and Lane were alone, which was fine with her. And if she didn’t miss her guess, it seemed to be fine with him, too. They hadn’t exactly had a chance to talk much lately. So, as their three friends flirted with each other, they spent their time laughing about how hard it had been getting together.

Laurissa took her turn to bowl, then slipped back into her seat only to realize Tabby and her two new friends hadn’t even seemed to notice her amazing clean-up of the seven-ten split to garner a spare. Those three were in a world all their own.

“So, how many dates did we set up only for our plans to fall through?” Lane asked softly, leaning over to gently nudge Laurissa’s shoulder with his. “I mean, seriously, there were a few times there when I thought someone was out to sabotage us before we even had a chance to get together.”

“I have to admit that when you canceled three dates in a row, I thought you were ghosting me,” she admitted. “But then I had to cancel on you the next time because of a family commitment, so I realized I had no room to talk.”

“It doesn’t matter now,” Lane said. “It might have taken a while, but it worked out in the end since we finally managed to connect.”

He glanced over as the people in the lane beside them let out a loud cheer as one of them got a strike.

“It’s kinda hard to talk in here. What do you think about going someplace quieter?” Lane asked, turning back to her. “Maybe get something to eat.”

She smiled and grabbed her purse. “I think that sounds perfect.”

It didn’t hurt that Tabby couldn’t care less that she left. Her best friend simply waved and told her to have fun. “But don’t stay up too late. You have auditions tomorrow and you need to be well rested and ready to kick some ballerina butt.”

Laurissa was glad she’d ridden with Tabby to the bowling alley. Now, she wouldn’t have to worry about her friend getting home or needing to come back for her car.

“There’s a really good diner a few blocks from here if you’re cool going there?” Lane said as he started his truck.

“Works for me.”

The diner was one of those old-fashioned kind from the 1940s, all silver and sleek on the exterior. Laurissa was still marveling at how cool it looked when Lane came around to open the passenger door for her. She couldn’t remember the last time a guy had gone all gentleman on her like that—if ever.

Another point in the hunky SEAL’s favor.

With its red-patent booths and traditional counter, the inside of the diner was as charming as the outside. There were only a few dozen customers in the diner, so there were lots of booths left. A smiling waitress behind the counter motioned for them to take any seat they wanted, promising a server would help them in a minute. Lane thanked her, then steered them toward a secluded booth at the back of the place. That was perfect as far as Laurissa was concerned. She’d been hoping for a nice quiet place where they could talk and get to know each other. 

As soon as they slipped into a booth, a dark-haired waitress brought them water and menus, saying she’d be back. All the food on the menu sounded—and looked—delicious, but since she wanted to keep it light, Laurissa decided on a bowl of chicken soup and a small garden salad along with iced tea. Lane got the same thing to drink along with chicken pot pie and a side of asparagus.  

“Tabby mentioned something about you having auditions tomorrow?” Lane asked after the waitress left.
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