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            CHAPTER ONE

            San Pedro Sula, Honduras

         

         Penny’s damp underwear stuck to her skin in an uncomfortable bunch, but it wasn’t a man’s skillful pair of callus-roughened hands or his dirty, talented mouth that had caused the problem. The blame lay entirely with the god-awful Honduran humidity.

         It didn’t matter. No degree of sweaty undies or unfortunate chafing would slow her down. Nothing could make her turn back, because her family meant the world to her—and Rachel was the only one she had left.

         A tingle at the base of her neck made Penny skid to a stop. Her gaze snapped left and right, heart trilling as shadows stretched into human-sized figures and melted away with the twinkle of a far-off light. Nothing looked amiss, but two tortuously slow seconds later, the sound of a boot scraping asphalt had her spinning around with fists raised.

         Half-hidden in shadow, the man ducked her sweeping arm and pivoted much too fast for someone his size. In a blink, he reappeared over her shoulder. Months of training and practice brought her heel down onto his large, booted foot and she turned…straight into a hulking black-camo-clad figure.

         Holy ever-lovin’ god of iron giants.

         Behind his ski mask, the man’s piercing blue eyes raked down the length of her body. He towered over her by more than a foot, and given the width of his broad shoulders and massive chest, he outweighed her by at least a hundred pounds of solid muscle.

         Penny swallowed the fear rising in her throat and did the first thing that popped into her head—she aimed a swift kick between his legs. And then she ran like hell.

         Each painful inhale rattled in her lungs as she pumped her legs harder. Her hair whipped across her line of sight, temporarily obstructing her view. Seconds ticked by at an agonizing crawl. Fifty yards. Twenty. The closer her rental Jeep came into view, the louder the echoing pound of footsteps behind her became.

         An inch away from the door, strong hands propelled her face-first into the grimy driver’s side window.

         “Let go of me.” She twisted and squirmed, cursing as he yanked her arms sharply behind her back and pinned them into place with his two hundred–pound frame.

         “Ya era tiempo,” her captor said, tossing a deep growl of Spanish to their left.

         About damn time. Years of studying the language had Penny’s heart sinking to her stomach…because she knew he wasn’t talking to her.

         One dark figure after another emerged from the shadows. Dressed head to toe in matching black fatigues and masks, the metallic glint of weapons flickered off the four bodies like a commando’s version of bling. The fact that not a single gun was pointed at her head became a small comfort when a dark van screeched to a halt in front of them.

         “Oh hell.” She took a deep breath and choked on burnt rubber fumes.

         She needed to think, and the hard erection nestled against her ass reminded her there wasn’t room for mistakes. If something happened to her, Rachel would be lost forever in the hands of a monster. She couldn’t let that happen. She wouldn’t let that happen.

         As if sensing a forming plan, her assailant bent down, his mask brushing against her ear. “Play nice and you won’t get hurt, sweetheart. But if you don’t stop struggling, I can’t make that same promise.”

         Penny fought against the ice-cold tingle his rough whisper zipped down her spine. Her joints screamed in protest, but she edged closer to the only area susceptible to attack. The second fabric brushed against her palm, she curled her fingers and squeezed with everything she had.

         “Fucking hell!” Blue Eyes wrenched her grip free of his balls and tossed her over his shoulder as if she were nothing more than a rag doll.

         “Damn it! Let me go!” She elbowed the back of his head, and when that didn’t get a reaction, she plowed a fist into his left flank—and the damn man kept walking, not once losing his stride. “Put me down! Entiendes?”

         Behind her, someone bound her kicking legs while another did the same with her wrists. When a gag came next, she snapped her teeth, nearly catching the hand that tied it into place. A sack over the head later and her world plummeted into darkness before they shuffled her into the waiting van.

         Between the musty, stale air and being bracketed between her assailant’s rock-hard thighs, it didn’t matter that she couldn’t see her snug confines. Walls closed in around her, making each breath feel as if it would be the last. She made one last-ditch effort to squirm from her captor’s hold.

         Blue Eyes’ grip locked her into place, her back plastered against his chest.

         “Little viper,” he murmured—in Spanish—into her ear. “It’s a damn good thing I wasn’t thinking about having children anytime soon.”

         “I’m just glad she didn’t grab my balls.” Another voice chuckled. “Unlike you assholes, I’d like to expand my gene pool sometime down the line. But I am curious as to why she’s down here.”

         “Me, too. And I’m sure as hell going to find out.” The familiar voice made Penny’s heartbeat stumble.

         The tone was the same in Spanish as it was in English—abrupt and menacing even from its distance across the van. But why would Trey be in Honduras? And why the hell had he let his friend turn her into a pancake against the side of a Jeep?

         
            *  *  *

         

         If someone had told former Delta and current Alpha Security operative Rafael Ortega that he’d have someone tied up in the unit’s makeshift interrogation room, he’d have sworn it would’ve been the drug kingpin, Fuentes, or one of the cartel leader’s many henchmen.

         Now, three hours after he and his team pulled the hood off the American woman in the privacy of their inner-city headquarters, Rafe still hadn’t entirely ruled out the redhead’s involvement. Something didn’t jibe, and when he couldn’t figure things out, it made him goddamned twitchy.

         A body search he’d been a lucky enough bastard to perform revealed a single steel blade tucked into her boot and a burner cell phone that hadn’t sent or received any calls. No firearms. No identification. That was it, unless you counted breasts that would fit perfectly in the palms of his hands, and an ass that was made to be grabbed—or at the very least, ogled.

         For the third time in as many hours, Rafe shifted himself in his pants and walked into the interrogation room. Instantly, he was bombarded with curses that would’ve had his fourth foster mother running to the nearest church.

         “Ah. You missed me,” he goaded.

         His comment earned him another round of expletives, each one more inventive than the last. He smiled, loving both the challenge and the murderous glint in her blazing green eyes.

         Rafe met her glare for glare, not turning when the door opened to emit Trey Hanson, his best friend and former Delta brother. His own black mask still firmly in place, Trey took a position against the far back wall.

         “Are you feeling any more talkative?” asked Rafe.

         “Go. To. Hell.” The redhead tugged on her restraints with each word.

         “I’ve been there. Too dry for my tastes.” Rafe let out a mental sigh. This was turning out to be more work than he’d anticipated. “Why are you in Honduras?”

         She gave him an eat-shit-and-choke-on-it glare and he covered her hands with his, halting both the damage to her chafing wrists and assessing her sudden surge in heart rate. “I’m losing my patience, sweetheart. Let’s try this again. One. More. Time.”

         Her gaze darted left, to where Trey stood like a six-foot wall ornament, flipping his KA-BAR knife in his hand like Rafe had seen him do countless times when bored. Something flashed in the redhead’s eyes, but when her gaze slid back to him, it hardened to green steel.

         The slow, upward curl of her lips alerted him to the smart-mouthed remark about to be unleashed. “Maybe instead of asking me stupid questions you should put some ice on your boo-boo. Untreated swelling could cause permanent damage.”

         He leaned to within an inch of her face. Fuck-and-him. Despite the layers of San Pedro Sula grime caked on her otherwise perfect porcelain skin, a vanilla scent clung to her body. It almost made him forget that her swift kick and good aim were the reason he actually did just get done icing his fucking balls.

         “We have ways of making little girls talk,” he warned. “And trust me, it’s no day at the spa.”

         Her gaze flickered over his shoulder. “I’ve never been a spa kind of woman. Ask your mute friend there in the back. After all, we were practically raised as brother and sister.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Once Penny got over the fact that her surrogate big brother was lounging on the sofa across the room, it was easier to shift her focus—at least temporarily—to Mr. Tall, Dark, and Blue-Eyed.

         Rafael Ortega looked like a walking sin stick, not a single ounce of softness anywhere on his body. His broad shoulders could perch a pair of economy-line sedans, and his snug shirt amplified a defined chest and quarter-bouncing set of abs. Everything about the man was rock hard and chiseled, but it was his biceps that had her close to drooling.

         Nearly as big as her thighs, they bunched and flexed each time he staunchly folded his arms across his chest, the movement giving her a sneak peek of the tribal tattoo hiding beneath the hem of his sleeve. He was so not her type—too large, too intense, and way too brooding. But that didn’t stop the butterflies from forming in the pit of her stomach—and a bit lower.

         Penny sat on the threadbare couch and forced a smile she hoped looked confident. “Nice place you have. A little compact for men of your size, but nice. Cozy.”

         “Forget the sarcastic small talk, Penn,” Trey growled from across the room. “You owe me a few answers, so let’s get to why the hell you’re in Honduras.”

         Fake it till you sell it. The words of her mentor at the bail enforcement agency had her lifting her gaze to Trey’s. “I don’t owe you a damn thing.”

         “When you waltz your sweet ass into one of my missions, you most certainly do. You’re a goddamned social worker. You have no business walking the streets of San Pedro Sula as if you’re GI-fucking-Jane.”

         “I can count the number of e-mails and phone calls I’ve gotten from you over the last few years on one hand, so don’t pretend to know my business. I’m not sixteen anymore. I don’t need your lectures, and I sure as hell don’t have to explain myself to you. The sooner that sinks into your head, the smoother this conversation will go.”

         Rafe blocked Trey’s path in one step. In a low murmur, the two men exchanged words that pinched Trey’s lips into a tightened frown.

         A few seconds later, Rafe turned, locking her in his sight. “I think we’ve gone about this the wrong way, Red.”

         She matched his disarming half smile with one of her own and watched every line on his already chiseled face go still. “My name’s Penny. And you didn’t seem too concerned about stepping off on the wrong foot when you shoved a gag into my mouth, tossed a sack over my head, and hurled me into the back of a van.”

         “Had to do something before you ended up injuring yourself.”

         “Is that why you had me tied to a chair for hours, too? To protect me from bodily injury? You know what would’ve protected me even more? Not being manhandled at all.”

         Penny, one point. Blue Eyes, zippo.

         His eyes narrowed, taking her bait. “Then the next time you get the urge to take a stroll, do it during the day and not in a seedy part of a foreign city. The only people who trample through the San Pedro Sula warehouse district are either looking for trouble or they are the trouble. For all we knew, you could’ve been a human trafficker looking to make a sale. You were someplace you didn’t belong.”

         “He knew who I was.” She tossed a blatant glare at Trey and got a stony look in return. “Isn’t that right?”

         Trey’s continued silence turned Penny’s insides into a pinball machine. She shifted her eyes to the plans littering the coffee table—schematics, maps, photographs, and itineraries. Considering their dark-wing commando look, none of it was surprising, except for one photo tucked beneath all the others.

         Her hand reflexively reached for it, a knot instantly forming in her stomach. Gleaming back at her from the black-and-white picture were a familiar pair of cold, dark eyes.

         Someone called her name, but she couldn’t answer. Tunnel vision narrowed her focus, darkening the corners of her sight until the harsh stare of the man in the photo morphed into the concerned eyes of Rafael Ortega. Catching her chin between his fingers, Rafe gently forced her gaze upward.

         “Talk to me, Red,” he demanded gently.

         “He’s the reason I’m here.” She met Rafe’s gaze, lifting the picture up with a shaking hand. “Diego Fuentes has my niece, my best friend. And I’m not leaving Honduras without her.”

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER TWO

         

         News that the same man who brought Alpha Security to Honduras three months ago had also lured a determined Penelope Kline went over like a bomb dropping into the middle of a churchyard. Handling crazy shit was Alpha’s specialty. Terrorists. Hostage retrievals. Not bogged down by bureaucratic bullshit, they got stuff done when the government couldn’t. Hell, they were currently aiding the Drug Enforcement Administration with an international manhunt for one of the most sought-after drug traffickers this side of the hemisphere—Diego Fuentes.

         Penny’s grit was admirable, but on the third hour after the dropping of the metaphorical bomb, it was starting to give Rafe a damn headache that an entire bottle of aspirin and the sight of her curvy body couldn’t cure.

         Three hours of tension. Of glares. Of listening to the faint squeal of the rotating ceiling fan in the background, and they were no closer to talking sense into the redhead than they’d been before. Even Trey, their trained hostage negotiator who could talk himself out of five-point steel restraints, hadn’t so much as gained an inch of her cooperation.

         Penny Kline had systematically bested each of Rafe’s four teammates in the stubbornness department, and for Alpha operatives, it was a hard and bitter pill to swallow.

         Sweaty and annoyed, Rafe cracked his neck and prayed for patience as he got his turn. “I’m not so sure you’re following along, Red. Fuentes isn’t a tame little pussycat. He’s the goddamned Dr. Frankenstein of the drug world.”

         Penny leaned against the back of the couch, arms folded across her chest. She cocked up one delicate eyebrow as if something were wrong with him. And hell, maybe there was. He’d always prided himself on being cool and levelheaded. In his line of work, a quick temper got you in tough scrapes. Or dead. But for some reason, this little sprite of a woman put him close to an edge he didn’t know he had.

         “He also loves dabbling in human trafficking and generalized murder and mayhem. Do you have something to tell me that I don’t already know?” she asked.

         “Do you have any idea what would happen if a man like him got his hands on a sweet little thing like yourself?”

         “No, because I’m too busy imagining what a man like him is doing to Rachel.”

         Her voice caught on her niece’s name. Her gaze, previously matching his head-on, lost its ferocity with a few quick blinks. But it was the nibbling of her lower lip that was a red flare shot inches from his face.

         Rafe told himself to give her a second to collect herself. But there was too much on the line, and not solely the team’s mission to bring down Fuentes before the bastard spread his superdrug, Freedom, to the States. Left to the atrocities of San Pedro Sula, no way could Penny come out whole and intact, and more importantly, she shouldn’t have to take that kind of risk. The fact she felt it necessary bothered him a hell of a lot.

         Rafe ignored Trey’s grumbles from across the room. “If Fuentes has Rachel, we’ll find her.”

         A chorus of nods and hell yeahs filtered through the group.

         “You mean like you’ve found him?” She rolled her eyes with a snort. “I’m sorry. You said you’ve been down here looking for him for how long? Months? Rachel doesn’t have that kind of time. You’ve said yourself that Fuentes is a monster. If he doesn’t kill her or sell her to the highest bidder, then she becomes a walking guinea pig. I’m not going to let that happen.”

         Trey unfolded his six-foot body from the couch and stood. “And you think you can do any better? Jesus, Penn, we’re trained for this kind of shit. You’re trained to place children in loving homes and help the elderly work out the kinks in their social security checks. What you’re not is a—”

         “A social worker.”

         “That’s exactly my point.” Trey nodded, looking smug.

         “I mean, I’m not a social worker.” She gestured toward the laptop that sat on the beat-up coffee table. “Look it up. And it’ll speed things along if you use the Lebanon County Sheriff’s Office database.”

         Logan, former Marine sniper and resident country boy, was already on it. With his well-worn cowboy boots and chewed-to-hell toothpick sticking out of his mouth, no one but his teammates would’ve expected it to take him less than a minute before letting out a loud, and obviously impressed, whistle. “Hot damn. Looks like our redheaded viper’s packing more than a mean kick. She’s got a license.”

         Logan chuckled. Hands propped behind his head, he leaned back so the rest of the team could read the screen.

         Trey gawked at the computer, then at Penny. “You’re a goddamned bounty hunter? What the fuck happened to being a social worker?”

         “I got tired of the women in my shelter being afraid because their no-good exes skipped out on parole. And the term I’d prefer you use is bail enforcement agent.” An impish grin slipped onto her face as she scanned their surprised expressions. “I may not be a card-carrying member of the Commando Club, but I’m not entirely helpless either. And I’m not flying into this with blinders over my eyes.”

         Most people chose not to meet Rafe’s gaze head-on. When he was young, he chalked it up to the startling contrast of his tanned coloring given to him by his Guatemalan mother and the blue eyes of his Anglo-American father. Then the closer he got to his teenage years, he partnered the oddity up with a fuck-off scowl, and like magic, most people kept their distance.

         Obviously, Penny wasn’t included in that tally. Not only did she hold his gaze without so much as a blink, but she challenged it with a subtle eyebrow lift. The woman needed to come with a too-intense-for-public-consumption warning label.

         “Kidnapping’s good business,” he pointed out. “This country’s filled with all kinds of low-level pond scum looking to make a few bucks. What makes you think it’s Fuentes who has Rachel?”

         “Because she e-mailed me a picture of him right after he threatened her for sticking her nose in his business.”

         “What business?”

         “The disappearances of young women in the village where she’d been stationed. It didn’t take long for her to notice that each one coincided with visits from Fuentes and his men—which was at least once every other week, sometimes more frequent. The bastard had the elders thinking that the wrath of God would strike them down if they so much as muttered a word about it, much less interfered.”

         Realization started to dawn. “And let me guess…she wasn’t so accommodating.”

         “Rachel loved those people. She loved her job. The NGO she was working for wrote her off as bailing her post, but Rachel wouldn’t do that. She wouldn’t have gone unless someone made her leave.”

         Hell, it fit. All of it. By plucking people in a society where no one would notice, Fuentes solved two of his problems—loose ends and productivity. While remaining stateside, Charlie, Alpha’s tech guru, had already gathered intel that led them to believe Fuentes was using the Honduran populace as his own personal test subjects. If Rachel had been about to cause him problems, the bastard wouldn’t hesitate in getting rid of her the most efficient way he knew how.

         One minute was too long in the presence of a man like Fuentes. Rachel, about to hit a month, was quickly running out of time—if that time hadn’t already expired. Penny’s stern jaw told Rafe that she knew each and every one of the risks associated with this game of hide-and-seek, and she didn’t give a damn—because it was for family.

         He didn’t have anything in the way of parents or siblings. Hell, he didn’t even have a goddamned houseplant. But Rafe understood that fierce loyalty all the same because it’s how he felt about each of his teammates.

         But that didn’t mean she belonged here.

         “What are the chances of you staying on a plane if we plop you onto one and fly your ass home?” Rafe asked, though he already guessed the answer.

         “I’d be on the first flight back,” she said without batting a pretty green eye.

         He didn’t doubt that for one damn second.

         Penny met his gaze. “Look, I know you guys have a job to do here, and putting Fuentes out of commission is an important one. But so is mine. I’ll do whatever I have to do to prove I won’t be a liability. Put me through the gauntlet. I don’t care. But at least give me a chance before you send me on my way. Or try to.”

         Rafe sent a sidelong glance toward his boss. Sean Stone had stayed not-so-miraculously quiet for the last few hours, absorbing everything around him. A man of few words, the former SEAL led Alpha Security with a firm, but fair, fist. No surprise to Rafe, Stone’s dark stare hovered over Penny to the point the redhead squirmed—albeit faintly.

         “You want a gauntlet, then you got a gauntlet,” Stone agreed. His mouth remained in a tight line, nearly obscured by his dark, salt-and-pepper beard. “Whether you stay or go lies entirely in the hands of Alpha’s training coordinator. You don’t impress him, you go home and leave Fuentes and Rachel to us. We don’t have time to babysit and neither does she. Agreed?”

         Rafe watched her steadfast gaze bounce from each of his teammates as if trying to figure out in whose hands she’d be placing her fate.

         “Agreed.” She eventually accepted with a slight nod.

         Only then did Rafe let a slow smirk ratchet up the corner of his mouth. Perceptive, Penny caught sight of it. The softly muttered curse that fell off her lips made him grin even wider.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Penny’s heart pounded, the upbeat thump-thump making her body vibrate from head to toe. Her arms and legs ached from overuse, and what had been a feminine glow an hour ago was now a profuse fountain of sweat. Not even during her most difficult haul-in did she have to work this hard.

         She made a mental vow to punch her bail enforcement mentor the next time she laid eyes on his clean-shaved head. Vince had obviously been training her with kid gloves, and because of it, she was about to have her rear end handed to her on a platter—or more accurately, the floor mats.

         In and out. Slow and steady. Hands on knees, she focused on the mechanics behind breathing as she shot a glare at the man standing smugly a short four feet away.

         She had to go and suggest a damn gauntlet. And then she went even stupider and agreed to put her fate and Rachel’s fate in the hands of Alpha’s training coordinator. She should’ve known. She did know the second Rafe slowly slid his delectable mouth into a little smirk. Right now the only thing she had going for her was that it wasn’t him she’d been pitted against in the hand-to-hand demo. Of course, she wasn’t faring all that well against Logan either.

         Beneath his sexually themed T-shirt and flirtatious Southern-boy smiles, Logan Callahan was as hard bodied and obnoxious as the rest of his team—something she neglected to see until he flipped her to the floor the first of many times. Now that her eyes were wide open, she was determined to take him down. Just as soon as she could stand upright without fear she’d teeter ass over foot.

         “You done already, darlin’?” Head cocked, Logan rocked on the balls of his feet, his blond wavy hair falling in perfect position and not looking at all like they’d been at this for close to forty-five minutes. “Do you want to take a water break? Perch your sweet self in front of the AC? Or how about a nap?”

         She drilled the former Marine with a glare that pulled his mouth into a grin.

         “I’ll be taking a nap if someone doesn’t do something soon,” came a voice from the sideline. “Unless you’re trying to knock him over with a bat of your lashes, Red, you may want to actually move.”

         Penny redirected both her glare and her focus to the man standing to her left. Though the rest of the team held up the wall with their backs and watched as if her match against Logan were better than Monday Night Football, it was Rafe of whom she’d been painfully aware.

         The man wasn’t in-your-face sexy. You wouldn’t find him on the cover of GQ or walking down a runway wearing a pin-striped suit and expensive cologne. But between his chiseled body and the few days’ worth of dark stubble peppering his jaw, he could star as the main attraction in any woman’s hottest bad-boy fantasy.

         Lord knew he’d fueled her own as she’d lain in bed last night. In fact, the main plot of her personal Rafe-induced flight of imagination involved him getting really close. And naked. And a whole lot of sweaty that definitely didn’t involve hand-to-hand sparring.

         Dream Rafe had nearly sent her body up in flames. His hands. His mouth. Good God, and when he used them together? She was lucky she hadn’t set the bed on fire. Never having been the type of woman to be fueled by lust, she found the whole experience a little overwhelming—and a hugely bad idea.

         “Have something to say…Red?” Rafe’s scrutiny pulled her back into the moment. Before she could conjure a snappy retort, he turned to Logan. “Stop giving her time to recuperate. You’re not doing her any favors by being too easy on her.”

         Logan gave him a skeptical snort. “Easy? She looks like she’s an axe kick away from passing the hell out.”

         “Then we’ll have proven our point and can send her on her way home.” Rafe slid her a condescending smirk. “Which is where she should be.”

         Label it daddy issues or feminist tendencies, but what Penny hated most in the world—besides nylons—was being dismissed. Either Rafe knew that or he didn’t care. No matter his reasoning for being a mountain-sized jerk, it sparked an inner fire she hadn’t felt for a ridiculously long time.

         “Like hell will I be going home.” She stepped back onto the center of the mat and crooked her finger at Logan. “Let’s go. No napping. No taking it easy on me.”

         Logan looked a bit wary by her sudden rejuvenation. “Okay, but will you go easy on me?”

         “No.” Penny spun. Her fist clipped the blond operative’s jaw in a back fist that would’ve hurt them both if he hadn’t ducked when he did.

         “Jesus.” Logan shot a glance toward Trey. “Why the hell am I the one being offered as the sacrificial fucking lamb? She’s your not-so-little sister.”

         “Because you volunteered.” Trey smirked. “And I’m not stupid. I saw what she did to Tommy Wilcox when the little shit tried to cop a feel at the homecoming dance. No way in hell was I offering.”

         “You could warn a brother, you know.”

         Trey shrugged. “Not as fun to watch.”

         “Are we going to do this or what?” Penny asked, drawing their attention back to the task.

         Logan, looking less eager than before, stepped back onto the mat. Penny mirrored his movements when he made his approach. No way in hell was she backing down. Her renewed fervor had less to do with tossing the cowboy operative to the floor than it did wiping the bemused grin off Rafe’s face.

         And she’d be lying to herself if she didn’t admit that a small part of her wanted to impress the hell out of him, too.

         Crazy. Pure insanity considering she told herself years ago that men with the GI Joe Complex were strictly off-limits. She abso-freaking-lutely appreciated everything soldiers did for their country. The duty and loyalty that ran through their veins produced true heroes. But she knew from experience that that kind of allegiance often put people who weren’t dressed in Army green—or Navy blue—into a second-tier spot of importance.

         Been there. Done that. Had the daddy issues to prove it. And most importantly, not doing it again.

         Keeping a safe distance from anything or anyone who couldn’t offer her a first-place ranking was paramount. And she’d get back to it—after she demonstrated to Rafe and the others that she wasn’t a liability.

         The glint of the mock knife in Logan’s hand snapped Penny back to reality. He deftly tossed it from palm to palm. Her eyes tracked it like the pendulum of a clock. The second he lunged, she dodged left. The quick-ducking side step made him miss by inches. It was poetry in motion as she found her groove.

         Lunge and evade. They moved in an unchoreographed dance that paraded them around the mat. On their third pass, her sneaker snapped against his wrist, sending the knife flying.

         “Save the acrobatics for the circus,” Rafe growled from the sideline.

         Logan’s gait glided over the floor as he and Penny circled. He flashed her a quick wink. “I don’t know, Ortega. Some of those gymnastic moves could be pretty damn inspiring in the bedroom.”

         “Aw, have things become so deficient you’d resort to getting your butt kicked to spice it up again?” Penny ignored the fact her words came out sounding like an asthmatic phone-sex operator and continued to tease. “Maybe you should be the one taking that nap. You’re slowing down.”

         “No way in hell, darlin’. You caught me once. Not gonna happen again.”

         Male laughter erupted from everyone except Rafe. A split second later, Logan charged in a frontal assault. Grabbing onto his forearms, she used his forward momentum and propelled him across the floor like a two-hundred-pound paper airplane.

         A second from his face hitting the mat, he ducked into a roll and came back to his feet. When he turned, she was there with a sharp elbow jab to the gut. Logan doubled over with a grunt, giving her the opening she needed. Lowering her center of gravity, Penny gripped the back of his shirt and with a throaty growl, tossed him over her shoulder and onto the mat.

         Again.

         Logan looked momentarily stunned. “Well, hell, darlin’. You may be small, but you’ve got some skills.”

         Penny chuckled as she wiped the stream of sweat off her forehead. “I think there was a compliment in there somewhere, so thank you.”

         “You’re welcome. And I’ll give you another one by asking you to have my children. I mean, just imagine them…beautiful, sassy, redheaded ones with fast reflexes.” He got back to his feet with a groan. “That’s if I can have children after that elbow drill. Shit. I think I need a medic, Kincaid.”

         “If it were an arm, leg, or even your head, I could be convinced to give you a hand, but I’ll be damned if I’m going anywhere near your junk…or your ass. You’re on your own, man,” said Chase Kincaid, the blond Viking standing next to Trey.

         Penny snorted on a laugh. As far as ending notes, this felt like a pretty damn good way to finish the day. Preoccupied with her mental pat on the back for not looking like a complete damsel, she didn’t register the looming figure at her back until twin logs wrapped around her middle.

         It was freaking déjà vu.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER THREE

         

         Rafe could deal with a lot of shit, but watching Penny spar with Logan wasn’t one of them. As a matter of fact, it felt like having a hot poker repeatedly shoved through his eye socket. He lost count of the number of times he’d nearly made an ass of himself and stopped the whole damn thing. But the real challenge came in the form of the hard-on that sprang to attention the second it was his hands on her lithe body.

         Nothing like a raging erection to become the physical symbol for pissing on the Man-Code Book of Ethics. Now that his body pressed flush against hers, he may as well have set it ablaze and buried it under six feet of cow shit. Because the code didn’t give a rat’s furry ass if Trey and Red shared the same blood or not, or if they’d basically been estranged the last few years. They were related all the same. Pseudo-siblings. Hands off was hands-fucking-off.

         Rafe could attempt to pass off his draw to the redhead as concern for her well-being, but she’d held her own against Logan, using speed, agility, and creativeness not only to keep the playing field even, but to occasionally take the lead. Even bullying her into quitting hadn’t worked.

         A confident woman with the ability to make a grown man literally fall to his knees was fucking sexy as hell. Her fortitude. His erection. Their mission. All wrapped up in one special package, it meant he was triple-fucked. In his pants, his cock twitched its agreement.

         Distracted by the inopportune hard-on, he hadn’t realized Penny had gone still in his arms until she drilled her foot into his instep and slipped from his hold. Rafe sucked in a curse, blocking a back fist to his nuts with only centimeters to spare.

         “Nice try, Red.” He twisted her around until her back met his front again, and coasted his mouth over the shell of her ear. “You’re fast, I’ll give you that, but you can’t rely solely on speed. You need to always pay attention, be aware of your surroundings every damn second. And for fuck’s sake, never underestimate how much your opponent wants to kick your ass—or worse.”

         At Penny’s feminine growl, Rafe realized he’d just broken every single one of his fucking words of wisdom. She clapped her palms over his ears, making them ring like a church bell. And then his feet went airborne.

         Five feet two inches of compact curves swept his legs out from beneath him and dropped him flat on his fucking ass.

         “Well, now I don’t feel too bad.” Logan laughed gleefully, followed by the snickers of the rest of the team.

         “I’m not fixing your ass either, Ortega.” Chase snorted on a chuckle.

         “What were you saying about always staying alert?” Hands braced on her hips, Penny hovered over him. Her brilliant smile sucker punched him a second time.

         Before he could think through the repercussions of his actions, Rafe wrapped his hand around her wrist and tugged her off balance. Her body landed on his with a loud grunt. And then with one arm banded around her waist and one hand pinning her arms above her head, he rolled until he came out on top. Literally.

         From an inch away, her lush lips pressed into a firm line that reminded him of a royally pissed—and helpless—pixie.

         “What was your question again, Red?” He struggled not to smile when her eyes narrowed into catlike slits.

         It took every ounce of his willpower not to ogle the impressive cleavage left exposed by her fitted tank top. But he didn’t need to look down to feel the slight poke of her nipples against his chest.

         “My. Name. Is. Penny.” Her terse reply pulled him away from the mental image of him laving her perky tips with his tongue. “And you tricked me.”

         “Do you think Diego and his men are going to use the rules of engagement?” He lifted one dark eyebrow. “He’ll use every dirty, underhanded trick in his arsenal to get what he wants, and if you think otherwise, we’re putting your sweet little ass on the plane right the hell now. Pouting and stomping your foot isn’t going to do shit.”

         “Right now you’re lucky my foot is otherwise incapacitated.”

         The woman threw him too far off his game to worry about pissing her off. Her being angry at him meant he’d be less likely to imagine fucking the attitude out of her. As pleasurable as that would be, he couldn’t let it happen…which meant he needed distance.

         He released his hold and backed onto his haunches. Before he could stand, Penny braced the soles of her sneakers solidly on his chest and shoved. When his back hit the mat, she followed, her legs straddling his waist. He gave her a moment to realize her mistake before clamping his hands on the swell of her hips and rolling them until their positions reversed. Again.

         The layers of clothes between them may as well have disintegrated, and probably would if they stayed in this position much longer. Rafe groaned, the blood flow to his brain instantly diverted southbound. The more she squirmed, the harder his growing cock pushed against her mound. He knew the exact moment she registered his erection for the monster it was, because her eyes widened and her mouth slackened a fraction of an inch.

         Taking her in a kiss would’ve been all too easy. One taste. One taste was all he needed to get her out of his head.

         “Christ, I think I need a smoke.” Logan’s mutter reminded him they were far from alone.

         Rafe pushed to his feet with a mumbled curse. He needed to bury this attraction in the fucking sand because despite her sly smirks and truckload of stubbornness, he’d bet his Civil War Smith & Wesson that Penny Kline wasn’t the type of woman for a no-strings romp—and that was all he was good for.

         He didn’t do relationships. Weekends of sexy fun—sure. One-night stands—hell yeah. Marriage and picket fences and two-point-five children—no fucking way. A second reason why maintaining distance was best was boring a hole into the back of his head with the tenacity of a heat-seeking missile.

         Trey. Best friend. Delta brother. There was an unwritten rule about fucking your best friend’s almost little sister.

         Rafe ignored Trey’s displeased glower and paused at the training gym door.

         Stone’s gaze caught his and his boss asked simply, “Verdict?”

         “I’m not signing off on her until I know without a doubt that she can keep her shit together out in the field. It’s one thing to defend yourself with comfy mats cushioning your fall. It’s an entirely different scenario out there in the real world.”

         “What are you suggesting?”

         “A field demo where anything and everything can happen. We toss shit at her and see how she reacts. Dropping two of us to the floor in a gym doesn’t prove she’s going to be able to do it when Fuentes or one of his goons comes at her with a knife—or worse.” He threw an unapologetic glance over his shoulder. “Wish I could say that I was sorry for being so blunt, sweetheart, but I’m not.”

         Penny glared at him from the middle of the room. “No need to apologize to me, sweetheart. Let me know when and where and I’ll somehow manage not to crawl into a corner and hide.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         With Rafe and Sean making their cover appearances at the local bar and the others scouring the city looking for leads, Penny sat alone on the enclosed back porch of Alpha’s safe house. Sirens whirred far off in the distance and from a few blocks over, someone triggered a car alarm. She ignored it all, trying to make sense of the last few months.

         When Rachel had come to her with the idea of the two of them volunteering with Youth Worldwide, Penny had thought it was a good idea with the promise of once-in-a-lifetime excitement. They’d made plans, shopped until they were nearly dead on their feet, and then because of her big job switcheroo, Penny hadn’t been able to get the time off for a trip of that magnitude. Still, she’d encouraged Rachel to go, never for once thinking that she was sending her straight into danger.

         Guilt and fear crushed Penny’s chest like an anvil, and the more she willed the forming ache away, the heavier it became. Rachel’s abduction was her fault, and if anything happened to Rachel while in the hands of Fuentes, Penny had no one to blame but herself.

         She definitely couldn’t blame Rafe and the others, and she couldn’t condemn them for being wary of her abilities. Heck, she was wary of them.

         Even though she’d turned in her social worker’s briefcase for a pair of handcuffs and she had a bail enforcement license in her wallet, it hadn’t been without a whole lot of I-must-be-losing-my-mind freak-outs. And technically, she hadn’t finished her mentorship requirements with Vince. But wrapping things up had been the last thing on her mind when Rachel hinted that she thought she was in trouble.

         Penny hadn’t hesitated to drop everything. Yeah, Rachel was her niece despite their three-year age difference, but she was also her best friend—her sister. There was absolutely nothing she wouldn’t do for her, but she couldn’t do any of it if Rafe and the guys sent her home.

         Reservations over Rafe’s real-world demonstration weighed heavily on her mind. No doubt it would be brutal. The look he’d sent her way before leaving the training room that morning sure hadn’t given her the warm fuzzies…or the impression that it would be a cakewalk. Her imagination had run the gamut from chin-ups off the side of a building to stopping a bullet with her teeth. Part of her hoped to have another chance to flip him to the ground—without the mat—but she didn’t think she’d be that lucky a second time.

         As the bug zapper on her left went crazy, twin male voices drifted over the backyard’s ten-foot security wall. In a city where buildings were practically built on top of each other, overheard conversations weren’t abnormal. But at the mention of Freedom, Penny found herself tiptoeing toward the cement barrier that separated the yard from the alley.

         “What’s that stuff called again?” a man asked another in Spanish.

         “Freedom,” answered the second. “I’m telling you, Fuentes scored the big one with this shit. A few tastes and you have an instant following. They’ll come back for more and will do anything to get it.”

         “Sounds too good to be true.”

         “Head down to El Sótano. It’s a fucking playground down there, especially with the old man himself doling out a few early advances. But the real fun will be when it hits those American bastards. Freedom is really going to ring then.” The man howled in laughter at his own twisted joke. “And soon. Really soon.”

         Fuentes being confident enough in his product to already leak it to the general population twisted Penny’s stomach into a cold, hard knot. The men continued their conversation as they walked away.

         Penny ran into the house, skidding on her heels at each turn. By the time she peeked out the blackened front window, the men were nothing more than black blobs down the street. Frustration pulled a growl from her throat and her disposable cell from her pocket.

         She started hitting button after button, ticking through the list of phone numbers Logan had preprogrammed earlier. Each call ended with a no-service message or no answer, even the one to the bar. When a second round of calls yielded the same result, she barely resisted the urge to punt the piece-of-crap phone into the wall.

         Five excruciating seconds ticked by before she admitted what she had to do, regardless of the animallike snarls it would incite, most of them probably from the Master Growler himself. Rafe could deal with it because she didn’t have a choice. With Rachel, each second counted.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Finding an adult version of a dress-up box stuffed in the safe house’s far back closet had been both a blessing and a curse. With a dark-haired wig and barely ass-covering leather skirt, Penny blended in with the local girls who were perusing the four dilapidated city blocks toward Tres Brujas. But with the fishnet stockings and thigh-high leather boots came a whole lot of stomach-souring leers and unwanted gazes.

         She ignored the catcalls and whistles, breathing a little sigh of relief when the door to the bar came into view. Tres Brujas looked like the quintessential seedy neighborhood bar, the former redbrick building aged brown over time. Metal bars adorned four of the broken front windows, letting the loud thump of music spill onto the street without interference.

         Penny pulled open the door. At least a half-dozen stares immediately slid in her direction. “No going back now, Kline,” she murmured to herself, stepping inside.

         She took a moment to scan the room, finding Sean in the far back corner. The Alpha leader looked larger than life and lethal as he filled the line of shot glasses in front of him. As far as keeping covers during their prolonged stay, this one seemed to fit him well. He appeared to keep the chat down to a minimum, moving briskly up and down the length of the bar, serving one customer after another.

         Penny battled her way through a sea of wandering hands and slinked to the room’s periphery. When she finally reached the counter, Sean was gone and she needed a bottle of disinfectant.

         “Are you looking for some fun tonight? How much?” the man on her left propositioned her before she planted her bottom on the only empty stool.

         “Sorry. I’m waiting for someone,” she replied coolly. There’d be no way in hell she’d give him the time of day even if he hadn’t mistaken her for a hooker. With long, unkempt, stringy hair, it looked as though he hadn’t seen the damp side of a shower in weeks.

         An older woman stepped through a swinging door and stood where Sean had been only minutes before. Her gray eyes zeroed in on Penny almost immediately. After scanning her from the tip of her fake hair to her on-display cleavage, she broke into a sly smirk.

         Beside her, Penny’s admirer clamped his mouth shut.

         “Stop bothering my pretty customers, Roberto. Or I’m going to cut you off for the night, and this time, I mean it,” the sixty-some-year-old warned with a husky voice.

         “It’s too early for that, Maria. You can’t do that to me.”

         “This is my bar and I’ll do what I want and when I want it. Now, if you know what’s good for you, you’ll keep your mouth closed and keep your eyes and your comments to yourself. Understood?”

         “Yes, Maria.” Next to her, Roberto went dutifully quiet. Man, Penny needed to learn how to wield that kind of power.

         Maria turned her attention to her. “Very pretty. And very brave, sweetheart. You’re looking for one of the boys?”

         She wouldn’t call Rafe or Sean boys—not by a dozen years and a hundred pounds. But this woman had obviously linked her to the guys. “I…yes. No one answered their phones. Are they around?”

         “Stay put and I’ll find someone.”

         The second Maria slipped into the back, Penny’s unwanted admirer shifted closer. His meaty hand landed on her thigh and shifted higher each second. “A woman doesn’t wear that kind of outfit unless she’s looking for a good time. And I’ll give it to you, baby. I can fuck with the best of them.”

         Penny averted her gaze. “Somehow, I highly doubt that.”

         “Let’s get out of here before the old lady shows up again and I’ll prove it to you.” Flashing a yellow smile, the brute gave her leg a painful squeeze. She bit her tongue to withhold even an ounce of emotion and casually palmed his jean-covered erection. One second. Two. She counted to three before applying pressure, and watched his complexion pale.

         He shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “Get your hand off me, you little bitch.”

         Eyes wide in mocking innocence, she replied, “Then I suggest you do the same.”

         “And now, before you lose it,” came Rafe’s low, menacing growl.

         Her admirer turned toward a steel-faced Rafe and went from pale to ashen in a split second. The man’s eyes darted left and right, looking for a route of escape around Rafe’s hulking frame. A dark shadow slipped over Rafe’s face as he leaned into Roberto’s personal space. “Do you know what I do to men who touch what’s mine?”

         The man quickly lifted his hands. “I-I didn’t know.”

         “Which is the only reason why you still have fucking hands.” Rafe barely spared the man a second glance as he effortlessly plucked Penny off the stool. “With me. Now.”

         “Rafe, I—”

         “Later.”

         He took her hand and linked their fingers, guiding her to the back of the bar. His pace was brisk, only slowing to return the occasional nod or knowing smile to a passing customer. No doubt they thought he was taking her somewhere to screw her senseless, and he did nothing to deter the beliefs as he palmed her backside and urged her into what was easily the most disgusting men’s bathroom she’d ever seen.

         He checked each stall before turning toward her with a lowly snarled, “Red.”

         “Before you get all growly,” she interjected before the lecture began, “I tried calling—all of you. Even here. All multiple times before I finally gave up. And yes, I know it’s dangerous, but I really had little choice, and it’s not like I walked here with an American passport stamped to my forehead.”

         Awareness flashed through her body as his gaze dropped to the leather bustier fluffing up her C cups. No longer the vivid blue, his eyes darkened with an intensity that made her heart skip a beat. And she couldn’t really fault him for it, because her own gaze admiringly tracked the way his T-shirt stretched across his chest.

         “You dirty up pretty good, Red.” Rafe broke the sudden tension first. Only when she crossed her arms over her chest did his gaze drift north of her boobs.

         She cleared her throat and winced at the sudden dryness. “It was surprisingly easy, and that’s something I’ll have to eventually think about, right along with why five men had a chest full of women’s clothing.”

         Rafe’s lips twitched. “Both the house and the clothes are Maria’s. She’s the team’s unofficial den mother and starting point of the Yellow Brick Road to Lowlifes. No one wants to see Fuentes put away more than her. But enough about Maria. Why the hell did you leave the house?”

         “The drug dealers who decided to talk shop over the fence.”

         He casually leaned back against the sink. “What dealers?”

         “Two men—I couldn’t see their faces. But they talked as though Freedom had already hit the streets and referred to some place called El Sótano as being Fuentes’s ultimate druggie playground.”

         If she hadn’t been watching Rafe closely, she would’ve missed the slight twitch in his jaw. “You sure he said Sótano?”

         “As certain as I am that he also identified Americans as being next on the hit list.”

         “Did they say when?”

         Penny shook her head. “They just said soon. If Fuentes is already slipping this superdrug to the general public, that means we’ve already run out of time.”

         The bathroom door opened. Rafe tugged her forward, pinning her between his rock-hard body and the wall. All of her pleasure senses rose instantly. Eyes closed, she counted to five in hopes of dampening the physical response to his closeness. She failed. Miserably. Counting to a hundred wouldn’t have done a damn thing, especially when his mouth brushed over the curve of her neck.

         Her breath quickened to the point that her fingers tingled where they fisted in his shirt. He trailed his large hand over her hip and down the length of her bare thigh. Stopping at her knee, he pulled her leg around his waist and inserted himself between her spread thighs.

         Her body needed no further coaxing to come alive, ultra-aware of every ridge and valley and the closeness of their bodies. And damn the man for smelling so good while standing in the middle of a smoke-hazed sweatbox. She fought the urge to rub herself against all that hard muscle, but then he took the decision out of her hands when his hips lightly brushed against her stomach.

         A whimper slipped from her lips as he took a gentle nip of her neck. Her neck was her hot spot, something her pathetically few lovers had never taken the time to realize. But Rafe may as well have brought a lunch and stayed for the day.

         His lips nibbled on her from shoulder to ear while his free hand gave her ass a firm squeeze. A girl could only take so much temptation. Penny gave into the urge to roll her pelvis into his, satisfied when the move coaxed a soft groan from his throat.

         With each brush of Rafe’s rock-solid, jean-covered erection, Penny’s thong dampened even more. If the firmness rubbing against her mound was any indication, Rafe Ortega was huge and hard. Everywhere. Another few seconds and she officially wouldn’t care that their visitor was on the other side of the room, emptying his bladder.

         The stranger did his business and walked out without giving them so much as a cursory glance. Once again alone in the small bathroom, the temperature escalated a good thirty degrees.

         “Rafe,” she huffed out breathlessly. “Please.”

         Too bad she didn’t know what she was asking for. To stop? To rip off her clothes right there, hygienics be damned, or the reason she came out to Tres Brujas?
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