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Outskirts of Freetown,
Sierra Leone, West Africa
1999


Tracer rounds zipped across the murky darkness, lighting up the night sky in brilliant slashes of red, yellow and green. It made Gabe Jones think of Fourth of July fireworks. Or of bad special effects in a B-grade horror movie.


He hunkered down as a high-arcing mortar added flash and smoke and snap crackling boom booms to the surrealistic tableau that had become all too real, and happened all too often lately. Behind him, trees trembled from shrapnel and AK hits. Gun oil, sweat, and the scent of blood and death melded with the pungent decay of jungle rot. And the swelter factor inched up another couple of degrees when he thought about the fallout if a 60mm mortar landed in his lap. Now there was a surefire way to cap off a perfectly shitty day.


Fourth of July, horror movies, and jungle rot. A screwed-up combo, Gabe thought as he scanned the dripping, dirt-streaked faces of the men hunkered down around him in shallow, hastily dug Ranger graves. But then, it was a screwed-up war. Correction: It was a screwed-up “conflict.” Must keep the P.C. vernacular squared away. Wouldn’t want any nation, sovereign or otherwise, to get the idea that the U.S. of A. was over here waging war—even though the rat bastard Foday Sankoh, leader of the Revolutionary United Front, and his murdering RUF militia needed to be ousted out of power.


So, no. No U.S.-sanctioned acts of war here. Uncle Sam intervening for the greater good? Hell, no. If anyone asked, Task Force Mercy didn’t even exist, which, theoretically, made the small mixed unit of Spec Ops forces taking fire from the RUF little more than ghosts.


Fitting, Gabe thought, because before this night was over, it might also be true. Any one of them could die in this hell-hot armpit of the world where the value of a life didn’t measure up to a polished chunk of carbon that ended up on the ring finger of some society maven’s hand. Where mercy was as foreign a concept to the locals as peace and a full belly.


He wiped away the sweat dripping down his face with his forearm as another round of mortars set off a series of strobe-like flashes. The blasts illuminated the familiar faces of the rest of the men where they were pinned down after running across an unexpected RUF patrol.


The team was supposed to be on the assault. There weren’t supposed to be any militia within a mile of their current position, yet they were getting pummeled by a squad of RUF with a shitload of firepower. Which meant that someone had royally fucked up. Someone sitting on his ass back in command central, well out of harm’s way, making calls based on infrared satellite imagery, passing along bogus intelligence.


Someone who was not Spec Ops but who the big brass insisted needed to run the show. Someone who did not grasp the concept that the personnel of Task Force Mercy needed to operate with the surgical precision of a scalpel, not the ball-busting slam of a sledgehammer.


Someone, Gabe thought, covering his head as dirt and debris from a close hit rained down on him, who obviously knew jack shit or the unit would never have been caught with their pants down in the first place.


The unmistakable clatter of an M-60 belt-fed machine gun joined the fray as he scanned the faces around him. Even though they were covered with cammo face paint and grime he could ID them to a man.


Not two meters to Gabe’s right, Master Sergeant Sam Lang, Delta, lay on his belly with his M-24 sniper rifle at the ready. His face revealed exactly nothing, but Gabe still knew what Lang was thinking. Same thing Gabe was: Let’s get this sideshow on the road.


Lang was the quiet man. Lived by the Teddy Roosevelt school of soldiering: He walked softly and carried a big-ass stick. Under fire, he was stone cold and mechanical. A machine. And like every man in the unit, Gabe would trust Lang on a journey to hell and back. Which was exactly where they were going before this night was over.


Bellied down next to Lang, practically connected to his hip, was Lang’s spotter, Johnny Duane Reed. A flash and swagger Force Recon marine, the cowboy had come to the unit PO’d about being pulled from his Recon team. But like the good marine he was, he’d sucked it up—even though he was still as full of himself and as cocky as a yearling stallion in a pasture full of mares.


Gabe’s gaze shifted to Mendoza, Army Airborne Ranger; Colter, U.S. Navy SEAL; Tompkins, also Delta, and half a dozen others. Individually, they were all specialists in their fields whether it was explosives, sniper skills, demolition, language, logistics, radio/com, medic, or recon. In Gabe’s case it was the knife. His cold steel Arc-Angel Butterfly never left his side unless someone was going to die.


Collectively, they were a force beyond reckoning. A cross-military compilation of over-achieving Spec Ops warriors from every branch of the service along with two spooks, the CIA operatives, Savage and Green.


They were the elite of the elite. Their intense training coupled with their missions the last three years had broken down the inherent rivalry between branches of the service and made them as tight as the sights on Lang’s sniper rifle. They weren’t just teammates. Not anymore. Not after all they’d been through.


He glanced at Bryan “Babyface” Tompkins. As if Bry had read his mind, he met Gabe’s eyes then shook his head as if to say, Fucked again, before Bry broke into his infamous baby-face grin and they all went back to the business of staying alive.


No, Gabe thought, cutting his gaze back toward the source of the machine gun fire. They weren’t just teammates. They were brothers. In spirit. In deed. In truth.


Except for one minor issue: Task Force Mercy did not exist. Not on paper. Not in any file, dossier, or Intel report on any desk, disc, or hard drive in the Pentagon.


Outside of the president’s inner circle and the joint chiefs of staff, TFM was a nonentity. Inside, it was strictly need to know. The man who conferred directly with the commander-in-chief on their covert operations was Gabe’s commanding officer, Captain Nathan Louis Black, U.S. Marine Corps.


Gabe sought out his CO in the dark, listened through his headset for the command they were all waiting for. Black was a veteran of more conflicts than the Saudis had oil wells. His dress blues sported more decorations than a Christmas tree. He was a fighting man’s man; a leader who led from the front and without hesitation. To a man, the task force would crawl, bleed, and die for him.


It was more than an issue of command. It was an issue of trust, loyalty, even affection for Black from these often renegade fighting men who a top-level opponent of the task force had once referred to as Black’s Obnoxious Idiots.


It was supposed to have pissed them off. Not so much. The intended slur had actually cemented the final bond that turned them from teammates to brothers. Black’s Obnoxious Idiots had referred to themselves as the BOIs—pronounced boys—ever since.


An AK round whizzed low over Gabe’s head, smashed into a tree. He ducked as a branch cracked and fell to the ground. Sucker was getting closer.


They were in deep kimshee if they didn’t take out that big gun tossing those mortars around like water balloons.


From the middle of their ranks, Gabe spotted Black an instant before his voice rattled into Gabe’s headset.


“Hold… hold…”


A precursor, finally, to the order they’d been waiting for. Soon, it would be time to dispense with this pesky pocket of resistance.


Time to earn their pay.


On Gabe’s left, Mendoza crossed himself, then pressed his gold crucifix to his lips before tucking it back beneath the breastplate of his Kevlar vest.


Gabe rose to a crouch, shouldering his M-16. “Say one for me, Choirboy,” he whispered.


“Not enough Hail Mary’s in the world to save your ass, Lieutenant Jones. Sir,” Mendoza added with a quick grin, his teeth shiny white in the darkness. “Even St. Jude has written you off, mi hermano.”


St. Jude. Patron Saint of Lost Causes. Given Gabe up as lost. Ain’t that just the way, Gabe thought as adrenaline pumped through his blood like a rocket.


Black’s calm “Go,” finally sounded through Gabe’s headset.


The team shot over the rise following Black into the fire, drawing their cue from Black’s cool, quiet command.


Time, like reality, faded to black, red and the brilliant starburst white of muzzle flashes and automatic weapons fire as Gabe ran, rolled, and belly-crawled, returning fire with his M-16 as they advanced toward the RUF stronghold.


Peripherally aware of the position of every TFM team member, he advanced, shutting out the screams, blocking out the gore of the stunned RUF who dropped like flies through their steady, relentless attack.


Dodging and ducking, Gabe emptied his magazine. He’d just hunkered behind a tree, dropped down on one knee and was in the process of replacing a thirty-round clip when he heard Reed’s war whoop.


He glanced toward a berm spewing smoke. Lang had taken out the mortar crew that had been giving them shit. Then Sam went to work on the machine gunner. Direct hit. The gunner’s finger stuck on the trigger, spraying glowing tracers into the air. Before his crewmate could take over, Gabe sighted, fired off three short bursts and tagged him, too.


With their big guns out of commission, the rest of the resistance quickly unraveled.


“Hold fire!” Although Black had to be as revved on adrenaline as the rest of them, his voice was calm through the headset. “Mendoza. Tompkins. Sitrep.”


Protocol dictated what the team already knew. The RUF patrol had been annihilated. Those who hadn’t run like hell were dead or dying. Yet the team remained on guard, searching for holdouts as Mendoza crept cautiously toward the base of what had once been the RUF assault to give a report on the situation.


“Clear.” Mendoza’s account was short and sweet.


“Tompkins?” Black called the Delta Force sergeant’s name.


No response.


Faces streaked with cammo paint and sweat, the team swept the area for Tompkins.


Gabe was the first to spot him.


“Doc!” He sprinted to the downed soldier’s side. “Doc!” he yelled again as he fell to his knees. He dropped his M-16 and pressed the heels of his hands to a gaping hole in Tompkins’s inner thigh.


Gabe’s hands were slick with blood as their medic, Luke Colter, aka Doc Holliday, dropped to his knees at Bry’s hip. The medic swore under his breath as he deftly and quickly applied a tourniquet. Behind them, several lights flashed on so Colter could see to work.


“Hold this. Tight!” Face grim, Colter turned the tourniquet over to Gabe then tore into his field kit. “And keep pressure on that wound site.”


“C… cold.” Tompkins’s lips were blue, his teeth chattering as his eyes fluttered open.


“It’s Africa, you candy ass,” Gabe pointed out gruffly as he literally felt Bry’s life draining through his fingers.


He sensed, rather than felt the presence of the rest of the team gathering round as Colter started an IV for a blood expander, handed the hanging unit to Mendoza to hold, then went back to work to stop the bleeding.


He packed the wound with dressings. Applied direct pressure on the artery.


“H… how bad?” Bry’s voice was barely a whisper.


All eyes shifted to Colter. Sweat poured down his face as he worked at staunching the blood flow.


“Femoral artery,” he said, with a shake of his head.


Bad, Gabe thought. The blood told the tale. Tompkins had to have been down a good three minutes before they had gotten to him. It only took three to five minutes to bleed out from a wound this massive.


“Itty bitty scratch, baby boy,” Colter said, with all of the cheer that his facial expression lacked. “You’ll be lucky if you have a scar big enough to justify a Purple Heart.”


“T… tell… my mom…”


“Fuck that!” Reed’s voice was angry as he knelt behind Bryan’s shoulders, made a pillow with his hands, and gently cradled Tompkins’s head. “You got something to tell her? You tell her yourself.” Tears ran down Reed’s cheeks as he glared down at his brother. “You tell her, damnit!” he shouted when Bry’s eyes closed and his head lolled to the side.


Colter leaned back on his haunches. Wiped the back of a bloody hand over his jaw.


Gabe met his eyes.


Colter shook his head.


“God dammit!” Reed pounded his fists against his thighs.


Lang laid a hand on his shoulder. Quieted him. Quieted them all as they stood, or knelt and stared.


Dead.


Their brother was dead.


Gabe clenched his jaw and swallowed back the surge of emotion that would do no one any good.


Bryan Tompkins with his baby face, earnest eyes, and God-and-country valor, had been one of the best damn men and stand-up soldiers Gabe had ever served with. And he’d just bled out from a shrapnel wound that had left a hole big enough to shove his fist through.


And for what?


“For what?” Gabe roared, closing his eyes. “For what?”


It wasn’t the first time he’d asked himself that question.


He rose slowly, adrenaline long gone, shock setting in, grief overriding it all. Then he walked into the thick of the jungle.


Where he bawled in the dark like a baby.


Richmond, Virginia
One month later


A life-size oil portrait of Staff Sergeant Bryan Tompkins in full dress blues hung over the white marble mantel of a fireplace Gabe could have stood up in. A fifteen-foot coved ceiling towered over the paneled great room that easily measured twenty by thirty feet.


Despite the grandeur of the architecture and the classy way it was decorated, the room exuded warmth and personality, comfort and informality. It was a family room in the truest sense of the word. A family lived here. Loved here.


Now they mourned here.


Who knew? Gabe thought as he stood at parade rest, still surprised at the wealth Tompkins had come from. And who knew that Tompkins’s old man was none other than Robert Tompkins, trusted friend and counsel to the president of the United States, which also made him one of an elite few who knew about Task Force Mercy.


Tompkins, you sly dog. Gabe mentally saluted the soldier who had fooled them all into believing that just a good ole boy of humble origins now lay in the hallowed ground of Arlington Cemetery.


“Some digs,” Reed said out of the side of his mouth as Gabe and Lang and a dozen other members of the unit stood in the Tompkins family room following an hour-long memorial service that celebrated the life and the valor of their fallen brother.


“Makes you wonder,” Reed went on, loud enough for only Gabe and Sam to hear, as Ann and Robert Tompkins, Bryan’s parents, walked around the room greeting each member of the team, trying to make everyone feel comfortable when their hearts had to be breaking.


“Yep, makes you wonder,” Reed continued when neither Gabe nor Sam rose to the bait. “Why’d he do it? Why’d he become a grunt? I mean, Tompkins seemed like a regular guy. But, Christ on a crutch, look at this place. He was rich, man. He could have been anything he wanted to be, done anything he wanted to do. Why the military when he had all this?”


Gabe knew enough about Johnny Duane Reed’s background to understand his bafflement. While Reed was vocal about everything else, his own life was pretty much off limits so Gabe didn’t have all the details. Still, he’d pieced together enough to know that Reed had had it rough as a kid. Rough had led to trouble and trouble had led to a choice of a stint in stir or the marines. So no, Reed wouldn’t understand what would make a man who apparently had everything volunteer for the dirty jobs.


Gabe did. Gabe understood in spades. He’d come from the same kind of money as Bry but he’d known the moment he’d met Ann and Robert Tompkins that money was where the similarities ended.


The Tompkinses were real parents. Loving, giving, proud, and accepting of their son and his choices. Gabe’s parents had been… gone. That pretty well summed it up.


A shrink would most likely say that Gabe had joined the army to get Senator Clayton and Judge Miriam Jones’s attention. Truth was, he’d done it mostly to piss them off since that’s about the only reaction he ever got from them anyway, when they bothered to react at all.


He glanced at the young woman who had not left Mrs. Tompkins’s side since the team had arrived. The pretty brunette with the intelligent brown eyes was Bryan’s little sister. The “kid,” Bry had called her when he talked about how smart she was, how pretty she was, and how damn glad he was that none of their motley crew would ever come within a one-night-stand’s distance of her.


Twenty-one wasn’t exactly little and a man sure didn’t think “kid” when he laid eyes on Stephanie Tompkins, but if the look on Reed’s face was any indication, Bryan had been right to be wary of the team.


“Twelve,” Reed said, zeroing in on Stephanie. “Scale of one to ten, Bry’s little sis is a definite twelve.”


Yeah. She was a looker. Like her parents she was also grieving, which kept Reed and a good many more of the team at a respectful distance.


“You would be Gabriel.” Ann Tompkins approached Gabe with a smile, her slim, delicate hands extended.


“My condolences, ma’am.” Gabe covered her small, cool hands with his big mitts. He felt clumsy and self-conscious. This much grace made him uncomfortable. This much warmth made him humble. And Stephanie Tompkins’s sad brown eyes made him feel things he rarely let himself feel.


“Bry talked about you often when he had a chance to call home. He called you the Archangel,” Ann went on.


Robert Tompkins walked up behind his wife and daughter, put his arms around their shoulders. “He said you were the single most dedicated warrior on the team.”


Gabe was embarrassed now.


Ann smiled with affection. “He also said you’d react just like that if anyone ever paid you a compliment.”


Gabe swallowed around the thick lump in his throat. “He was a good man. A good soldier.”


It was the highest tribute Gabe knew to give. It was also totally and completely inadequate.


Stephanie acknowledged his sympathy with a nod. Ann squeezed his hands one more time before she and Stephanie, with Robert shoring them up, moved on to Reed, who for all of his usual bravado, had nothing to say. Thank God, or he probably would have put a move on Bryan’s sister.


The Tompkinses spoke with the rest of the team members who were there and after conferring softly with the team’s CO, they turned back to the room.


“Gentlemen.” Robert Tompkins smiled valiantly. “Bry would have been pleased beyond measure that so many of you managed to assemble here. He loved you like brothers. All of you.” His voice broke and he stopped, looked away for a moment to compose himself. “Through his letters and phone calls, we grew to know and love you all, too.”


“He wouldn’t want any of you to mourn today.” Ann’s brown eyes filled with tears. “He’d want you to celebrate the bond you all have, the life you all live.”


“So, no more long faces, okay?” Robert spread his arms wide, managing a smile. “There’s food. There’s beer.” His smile widened. “I know you guys love your beer.”


Reluctant grins made appearances around the room.


“Through the double doors is a game room. Check it out. I think you’ll find enough toys to keep you busy for the better part of the day. Go. Relax for a while. Enjoy. You need a break so take it.”


Two hours later, the BOIs were being boys over the pool table, the video arcade, and the poker table where Gabe was down fifty bucks to Luke “Doc Holliday” Colter and actually letting down enough to enjoy himself.


When it was time to leave, Gabe was as reluctant to go as he’d been apprehensive about coming. So was the rest of the team.


The Tompkinses, however, weren’t finished with them yet.


“Remember, you’re Bry’s brothers,” Robert reminded them as they assembled near their rented cars to make the return trip to the airport. “That makes you our sons. And as our sons, we want you to think of this as your home now.”


Ann’s smile was as brave as her husband’s. “Consider us a second family. We want you to come home, boys, anytime. When you need to recharge. When you need a soft place to land. Whenever you need to… just come home.”


Home. Family. It should have sounded like sappy sentiment—something Gabe had never had time for. Yet as he climbed into the backseat and their car pulled away those two words rang in his ears. Rolled around in his head, settled in his chest. Felt oddly comfortable there.


He stared out the window at the passing traffic. Wondered if the other BOIs had felt as strong a connection to the Tompkinses as he had.


Maybe he was just tired. Maybe he was just dog, dead tired of fighting other people’s fights, of burying his brothers. Still—the idea of home, of family. It was more than mildly compelling. What a surprise.


The second surprise came at the airport when they learned their flight back to HQ was going to be delayed another hour and Black said, “Fuck it. Let’s hit the bar.”


All eyes locked on Nathan Black. No one among them had ever seen him drink. That didn’t stop them from following as he led the way to the closest watering hole. The bar was empty, still Black snagged a couple of tables in a back corner and ordered a double scotch, straight up.


Gabe was suds deep in his draw before Black spoke again.


“I was going to wait and brief you when we got back to D.C., but now seems like as good a time as any,” he said, his voice low so he wouldn’t be overheard by anyone passing by.


Their next mission. Gabe figured Black was going to tell them they were wheels up in less than twenty-four and off to some third-world hellhole to do what needed to be done to whomever it needed to be done to.


For what?


As it had for over a month, the question echoed in Gabe’s mind as he remembered Bryan Tompkins bleeding out. He understood that next time it could be him.


“I’m getting out.”


Black’s statement echoed like a rifle shot. It was met by fog-thick silence. No one blurted out a nervous you’re joking. They all knew that Nathan Black didn’t joke.


They waited. Like they waited before a mission. Hearts in their throats. Adrenaline pumping.


Black stared steadily at his scotch. “Three years ago when they tagged me for the job, I jumped at the chance to lead Task Force Mercy. I applauded the president’s foresight and commitment to the mission statement and the needs of the team. I have celebrated our victories. Mourned each loss.”


He lifted his head, encompassed them with a sweeping gaze. “And I’ve been honored and proud to command each and every one of you.”


“Then why?” Reed dared to pose the question they had all swallowed with their shock.


Black’s dark eyes were hooded, his expression weary and grim. “Pick a reason. Bureaucratic B.S. Armchair warriors in the Pentagon. Bad calls that get good men killed.”


All thoughts momentarily returned to Bryan.


“How about the new administration that’ll be taking over soon and is already making noises about making TFM go away, yet still take care of the bad guys?” Black tacked on with a disgusted shake of his head.


“Bottom line, there are factors at work wanting to integrate us back under the Spec Ops umbrella. And the intel fuck-up at Sierra Leone—well. It proved another point. We’ve become dispensable.”


“Like Bry was dispensable,” Reed added bitterly.


Black dragged a hand over his face. Nodded. “I’m timed out the end of next month. I won’t be reupping.”


Which meant if Task Force Mercy stayed intact, they’d have a new CO.


Quick, shared glances told the story. They didn’t want a new CO.


“So,” Black began again, “a funny thing is about to happen on my way home from the war.” He met their eyes. “I’m going private, boys. I’m starting up my own firm.”


“Private?” Mendoza asked. “Private how?”


For the first time, a small smile tipped one corner of Black’s mouth. “Private as in Uncle has expressed interest in paying my asking fee to do the same work I’m doing now.”


“But without any culpability on the part of the U.S. government,” Sam concluded with pinpoint accuracy.


“See how swell that worked out?” Equal measures of sarcasm and cynicism colored Black’s voice. “Task Force Mercy fades away, but Black Ops, Inc. will be there to take up the slack when the fire gets too hot.”


“This is bullshit,” Gabe spat, thinking about all the team had accomplished.


“This,” Black said soberly, “is politics. But if I can keep doing what I do, get paid through the nose for it, and do it my way?” He lifted a shoulder. “Then hell, I’m there.”


He cut a hard gaze around the table. “I’m open for recruits. Any takers?”
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Landers, Wyoming
Nine years later


“Okay, problem child. Back you go,” Jenna McMillan murmured when a white-faced calf made a break from the herd. Then she hung on and let the sturdy bay she was riding have his head.


A week ago, on the first day of the cattle drive when they’d started moving her dad’s herd down the mountain, Jenna had learned that the gelding didn’t need her help. The horse knew exactly what he was doing and like he always did, he cut that little doggie off at the pass.


Not so long ago, Jenna had known what she was doing, too. Now, not so much, she thought.


Dewey Gleason rode up beside her and flashed her one of his contagious grins.


“What are you smiling at you old trail dog?” She tried to sound put out with her dad’s long time foreman, but she couldn’t stall her own grin.


“You, baby girl. I’m just smiling at you.”


Dewey was one of those born on a ranch, work-on-a-ranch, die-on-a-ranch cowboys. The genuine article. He’d been with her dad for close to thirty years now. Dewey sat a saddle like a train sat a rail. Jenna strongly suspected that her rusty horsemanship was the source of his amusement.


“So I make you laugh, do I?” she asked. “You and the boys weren’t laughing last night when I cleaned you all out at the poker table.” Cleaned out to the sum total of eleven dollars and twenty-three cents from the lot of them. Big spenders all, she thought, remembering Dewey counting his pocket change and deciding whether to call.


“I ain’t laughin’, Jenna Rose. Just thinkin’.”


“Now there’s a scary notion.”


“I was thinking,” he went on, “that before you went off to see the world and write your news stories you were a real cowgirl,” he said, but not unkindly.


“Tell me about it,” she agreed, shifting in the saddle to relieve the trail-weary ache in her butt.


Yeah, once she’d been a real cowgirl. Now she was just playing at it. Playing and passing time as she rode along with the real drovers. Still, her pride was wounded.


“Do I really look that green?”


Dewey shifted leather reins from one gnarled hand to the other. “You’ll always look good to me, Jenna Rose,” he said, then true to form when he realized he was waxing a little sentimental, Dewey blushed to his ear tips.


“You’re still an old softy, Dewey Gleason.”


Jenna would always have a soft spot for him. He’d taught her to ride. Taught her to rope. Taught her that the measure of a man wasn’t determined by education or how much money he had.


Yup, Dewey was the real deal. She loved that about him.


Like the gentleman he was, when another stray tried to run, Dewey tipped his fingers to the brim of his old stained Stetson before kneeing his mount and giving chase.


Her gelding decided to follow. The bay lunged and did a little crow-hop, almost unseating her.


Almost.


See, Dewey, she thought, dredging up a small kernel of satisfaction, I still sit pretty tight in the saddle.


“Don’t be lookin’ too smug there, Missy.”


There was a hint of amusement in her dad’s warning as his voice drifted through the fall chill and the dust two hundred odd head of Angus stirred as they ambled down the snaking trail from the high plains and summer grazing to the south pasture where they would spend the coming winter.


“That little bay’s got spunk.” He reined in his buckskin to keep pace beside her. “He’ll dump you yet if you don’t watch him.”


Because he wanted her to smile, Jenna grinned at her dad and gave him a thumbs-up sign.


Unlike Dewey, who looked like a piece of scarred, worn leather, her dad was still a handsome man despite the deep creases etched around his eyes from sun and time and smiles. But like Dewey, her dad had reason to be concerned about her riding. She was rusty, and they all knew that she’d been dumped from the back of a horse more than once. X-rays would show a hairline crack in her left forearm to commemorate one of those falls.


Long time ago, she reflected, buttoning the top button of her shearling jacket and turtling deeper into the wooly collar to ward off the cold.


Not so long ago, she’d been dumped again, she mused as she and her dad rode in companionable silence. Well, not so much dumped as dismissed. In her book, that amounted to pretty much the same thing.


Gabriel Jones had despised her at first sight, on general principle and because he was a narrow-minded, heartless alpha dog. She’d walked away from him and Argentina nine months ago. She hadn’t been able to get him out of her stupid head since.


It royally ticked her off.


So did her reaction to the note Hank Emerson, her editor at Newsday, had sent by overnight mail two days ago. Guilt. Hank had managed to make her feel guilty. He wanted her back on the job.


I need you down there, Jenna. You’re the only one who can do this story. Maxim asked for you. Said he wouldn’t trust it to anyone but you. Besides, you know the territory.


Yeah. Jenna knew the territory, all right. That’s why the thought of going back to Argentina scared her.


And yet, the story enticed her.


Hank was right, Emilio Maxim was big news. There was a story there. Maybe a big story. It was a story she could nail if she could just dredge up the guts to go back and face a contingent of demons.


“How long are you going to distance yourself from the hard news with those little fluff pieces you’ve been turning in, Jen?” Hank had asked yesterday when he’d followed up his note with a phone call. “I don’t want the plight of the caribou in Alaska from you. I don’t want to know what you know about the disappearing honey bees, for chrissake.


“I want a Jenna McMillan story. Something with teeth. Something with fire.”


He’d softened his tone then and Jenna could almost see him raking his fingers through his gray hair. “Jenna. What the hell happened to you down there?”


What happened in Argentina was something Jenna had never shared with anyone. That wasn’t going to change. Hank would never know. Neither would her parents.


How could she tell them that when she’d been in Buenos Aires searching for a man by the name of Edward Walker, she’d been abducted, blindfolded, and driven to a dust and adobe village in the middle of nowhere then locked in a six-by-six-foot, vermin-infested cell without food or water for days?


How could she confess that just when she’d thought she was going to rot there, she’d been hauled away again by rifle-toting thugs who had thrown her in the back of a battered pick-up and taken her to a camp full of their warthog kind?


She shivered. The bastards had had all kinds of vile acts in mind for her before she’d finally been rescued.


By Gabriel Jones.


Then the real nightmare had begun.


But don’t cry for me, Argentina, she thought sourly.


She’d been doing enough crying on her own, thank you very much. All of that boo-hooing and poor-meing had turned her into a cowardly, spineless wimp.


That knowledge stuck in her craw like glue because the old Jenna McMillan didn’t quit. Didn’t cower. Didn’t back down. Her mom was fond of saying that Jenna had been all of two years old when her dad had set her on the back of a horse and she’d been galloping full speed at life ever since.


If she fell off—and she’d fallen off plenty in both her career and her personal life—she always climbed back in the saddle.


Where was that woman? she thought grimly. And when is the old Jenna McMillan going to report for duty?


She forced a bright smile when she realized her dad was watching her with a puzzled frown. “So, how ya doing?” she asked before he could ask her.


She already knew the answer. He was getting older, that’s how he was doing. So was her mom. Jenna worried about them. The difficult Wyoming winters and hard work had taken a toll. A lot of years had passed while she’d been off to college as a nursing major before switching gears. A stint as a volunteer for the campus newspaper had led her into journalism and an unending chase to capture stories around the world.


Haven’t chased too many stories lately, though, have you, hotshot?


No, not so many, she thought with a defeated breath. Hank was right. She’d checked out. Bailed out. And now she was hiding out.


“I’m doing fine, Jenny. I was about to ask the same of you.”


She shot him a wide grin. “Me? I’m great.”


She breathed deep of the crisp mountain air, looked skyward, watch a jet trail heading south dissecting the pristine perfection of a vast blue sky. Once she’d have been itching to be on that plane—on any plane—following the next big story. Chasing the next big lead.


She wasn’t chasing anything but dust now, much to Hank’s dismay. She’d been his go-to guy for several years, covering assignments in every political and war-torn hotspot on the globe—Mogadishu, Beirut, Gaza, Kabul, Baghdad, to name a few. Many of those stories had been for Hank. She’d thrived on the action and adventure. Even relished the very real threat of danger.


Until Argentina.


Argentina had gotten to her. Argentina had debunked the myth of “fearless Jenna McMillan.”


The standard joke among her colleagues was a takeoff on an old breakfast cereal commercial: “Let’s get Jenna to try it. She’ll try anything once.”


Well, she wasn’t fearless now. She was gutless. After Argentina, she’d turned down stories baby reporters would wet their pants over.


What the hell happened to you down there? And when are you going to get over it?


Yeah, that was the question, all right. And that’s why last week she’d thrown a few things in a bag, locked up her D.C. apartment, and come home. To get over it.


Only no Houdini type had shown up to make the boogie man magically disappear. Which meant that she was the only one who could make it happen.


“Jen?”


The brim of her dad’s brown Resistol shadowed his face from the autumn sun but didn’t hide the concern in his eyes. Even before he spoke again in that slow, thoughtful way he had, she knew he had her number.


“If you’re so great, what are you doing here, sweetie?”


She’d never been able to lie to him. She felt weary suddenly. And guilty again for lying now.


“I’m resting, Dad. Just resting.” She hedged because she couldn’t tell him that she’d lost her nerve. About a lot of things.


“Hold that thought.” Her father veered off to reunite a mother and her calf.


Jenna rode on. The sound of shuffling hoofs, lowing cattle, and crooning drovers, the scent of cow dung and autumn faded into the background and damn if thoughts of Gabriel Archangel Jones didn’t rise out of the dust to complicate things even more. Just like thoughts of him had been complicating her life since she’d left him.


Gabriel Jones. They called him the Archangel, but she’d figured out early on that there was nothing angelic about that man. Or the about the Arc-Angel Butterfly knife perpetually strapped to his side or to his leg or wherever he could get to it when he needed it.


Jenna was tall. Five-nine. Gabe was taller. Possibly six-five. A very big man. He probably weighed a good two-twenty, two twenty-five pounds, and he had the skills to use his size to lethal advantage. She’d seen him in action, and she had no doubt that he knew how to deliver a fatal blow to virtually every vulnerable area on the human body, both in theory and in practice.


The man was dangerous. Times ten. The truth was, Jenna didn’t really know much about him other than he knew how to operate damn near every kind of weapon in any army’s arsenal, knew how to stage an assault that made mincemeat out of the bad guys, and that he could piss her off with a look.


Oh, yeah—and that he could kiss like no man had ever kissed her.


Not that she’d admitted it to him. You didn’t give Gabe Jones any advantage. He’d use it to cut you off at the knees.


Weak knees, she thought grimly and ducked low over the pommel to avoid an over-hanging aspen branch. God, he was something.


He wasn’t only a big man, he was a hard man: hard, brittle eyes, hard, deep scowl. He was also darkly attractive and perilously intense.


Even before she’d met him, she’d heard rumblings about the Archangel on the streets of Buenos Aires. Some reports had said he was dead, killed in Colombia in a raid on a drug cartel stronghold gone bad. Some said he was a ghost. An angel come back to avenge those who had dared cross him. No doubt he found it amusing and to his benefit that he was somewhat of a legend on the Patagonia and the back streets of the city.


She’d seen how men stepped aside when Jones walked within striking distance. At the airport, before she’d left for the States, she’d seen how women responded to him. They’d watched him with sexy cat eyes, clearly wondering what it would take to tame this man with the darkly alluring aura of the devil.


Jenna could have told them. One long piercing glare from his hard, dark gaze, and she’d understood: No woman was going to tame the Archangel.


Not that he’d have trouble finding willing bed partners. He attracted interested looks the same way he attracted danger. Make no mistake, though, and she’d thought about this a lot: Gabriel Jones would not make love to a woman. He’d have sex. Sweaty and rough. Raw and primal.


Another shiver ran down her spine that had nothing to do with the chill mountain air and everything to do with an image of Jones, naked, needy, and demanding, in her bed.


It made her think about the last time she’d seen him. The Argentinian sun had glinted off the sheen of his thick dark hair; his broad shoulders had cast a long, imposing shadow across the tarmac at Ezeiza, the Buenos Aires International Airport. He hadn’t had much to say. His lips had been compressed in thought, his jaw unyielding, while a look fathoms dark, coalmine deep, masked any emotions that might be seen in his eyes.


Yeah. A very hard man. Not to mention mysterious and cynical. Maybe in another lifetime, she’d thought then, she might have wanted to get to know him and find out what he hid behind that warrior’s face that gave away nothing.


Her dad, astride his buckskin, ambled back to her side and picked up on their lapsed conversation. “You know that old sayin’, Jen? The one that goes, ‘you can’t go home again’?”


She looked at him sharply, distancing herself from the vivid memories of Jones.


“Well, the thing is,” he went on when she didn’t respond, “there’s more than a grain of truth to it. At least you can’t go home to the ‘home’ you knew as a young’un.”


“Home is home,” she said, feeling defensive suddenly as the herd meandered down the ravine. “The sky’s still blue. The mountains are still high. You’re still my dad.”


“And you said good-bye to all of it a long time ago.”


Yeah. Because she’d had things to do. Worlds to conquer.


“You know you’re always welcome here, darlin’. Your mom hasn’t stopped smiling since you showed up. Well, except at night. After you turn in, she looks at me with those worried eyes of hers and tells me to talk to you. To find out what’s eatin’ you.”


They were too perceptive, her mom and dad. She felt bad that they worried about her.


“Me, I figure you’re hiding out,” he went on in that wise, gentle way he had. “From what, I don’t know. And that’s your business.”


Way too perceptive.


“But I do know one thing,” he added in his steady, reassuring tone. “Whatever’s working on you, you aren’t going to find the answer here. And you aren’t going to fix it by running away from it. The thing about you, girl, is that no matter how many times you got thrown off a horse, you always climbed back in the saddle. It’s not in your nature to deal with a setback any other way.”


Moments passed to the creak of saddle leather and cattle sounds. And in those moments, Jenna thought of her friend, Amy Walker, and the horrors Amy had endured at the hands of Abu Sayyaf terrorists in the jungles of the Philippines. What Amy had endured would have broken most women. Yet Amy, at great risk and at great cost, had confronted an even bigger threat and come out stronger for it.


Amy hadn’t hidden out.


Like Jenna was hiding.


“What if that’s changed?” She fixed her gaze on the distant horizon. She couldn’t look at her dad and let him see the uncertainty in her eyes. “What if I’ve lost my nerve?”


“There’s no shame in that,” he said after mulling over her confession. “We all get tested in this old life. The shame comes from not trying to find it again. I say that only because I know you. You aren’t going to like yourself much until you square yourself away, and that’s not going to happen playin’ cowpoke around here.”


But I want to play cowpoke, the pouty little girl in her whined. She wanted to stay right here, pretend the rest of the world didn’t exist, and pray for some obscure sense of safety to kick in. She wanted to recapture the security of her childhood that had cushioned all the hard blows and cocooned her from life’s ugly truths.


She wanted to forget about the nightmare she’d discovered in Argentina. Stop seeing the flames as the MC6 compound had exploded. Stop smelling the stench of burning flesh and the scent of blood from the bodies that had fallen around them.


And she wanted to quit thinking about Gabriel Jones.


But guess what? So far, none of that had happened, had it? The truth was, somewhere in the back of her mind, she’d known it wasn’t going to. Not hiding out here. She just hadn’t wanted to acknowledge that her comfort zone wasn’t all that comfy anymore.


Her dad was right. She had to find her nerve again, and Hank was offering her the opportunity to do it. Which meant—God, she hated to admit it—that she had to suck it up and get herself back to Argentina.


Something her dad already knew. Something she’d known but just hadn’t wanted to admit.


“How’d you get so smart, Daddy?”


Her father chuckled and resettled his hat. “I married a smart woman. Stands to reason that some of it would rub off after all these years.”
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Jenna could have heard Hank’s whoop of triumph even if they hadn’t been connected by phone when she called him the next morning and said she’d take the assignment.


“Hot damn! My girl’s back in the saddle!”


She couldn’t help but grin. Hank Emerson was one of the most shrewd, insightful, and respected news editors in the business. He was also one of the most irreverent. “Let’s remember your blood pressure issue, okay, Hank?”


“Screw the blood pressure. I love you. I want you to have my baby.”


Jenna laughed. Hank was sixty-four and for the past forty years had been married to one of the most amazing women Jenna had ever met. “Lil might have something to say about that.”


“We won’t tell her. Welcome back, babe, I’ve missed you. Not to cut this joyride short, but we need to move at warp speed if you’re going to nail this sucker down. Did you look at the info Maxim sent on the intel stick?”


Along with the overnight letter, Hank had included a memory stick Maxim’s people had sent as prep info for their potential interview.


“Yeah. I reviewed it.” The memory stick included a PowerPoint presentation overview of Maxim’s company, Ventures, Inc., painting a picture of entrepreneurial excellence. “Quite the propaganda tool.”


“Yeah, Maxim’s pretty taken with himself and his accomplishments,” Hank agreed. “Guess he wanted you to be, too.”


“So that I’d write a nice, friendly piece on him and his empire, no doubt.”


“Yeah. So you’d do that. Now what did you find out on your own?”


Hank knew her well. She’d been up until the wee hours this morning, researching Maxim on the web. “Emilio Maxim. Ventures, Inc. Big fat cat investor out of Boston.”


“And formerly of Argentina,” Hank added. “Made his billions playing the futures markets in livestock.”


“Yeah, but for all of his squeaky-clean, might-want-to-run-for-public-office-someday appearances, my gut tells me something might be a little off here. I have a hunch the man is as dirty as a hog in a mud wallow.”


“See, that’s why I want you back. You and your gut are rarely wrong. And did I ever mention that I love it when you talk animal husbandry?”


“So now Maxim’s making a move to get back into the Argentina cattle market,” she went on, used to Hank’s sidebars. “His meeting this week with the National Congress in Buenos Aires is about cutting a deal that will give him a majority slice of the market.”


“That’s where the story comes in,” Hank put in. “A local isolationist group, Argentina Alliance, is on to Maxim. They figure a deal with him will rape an economy that’s already fragile and they don’t want him anywhere near their economic structure or the capitol. They’re bound to stage some kind of protest when he meets with the congress.”


“And if the Alliance runs true to form, there could be violence and uprisings and trouble, oh my,” Jenna speculated.


“Exactly. Sounds like you’ve got a handle on this. You need to kindly get yourself down to Buenos Aires in forty-eight hours or less. And by the way, when Maxim’s people called they asked specifically for you. Said he’d only talk to you, as a matter of fact, but his time is limited. If you want the interview you need to meet up with him at the National Congress when he goes to make his pitch to the senate. Seems there’s some government reg that would kill the deal, and he wants to make his case in person for the congress to override it. If there’s going to be trouble with the Alliance, my bet is it’s going to happen there.”


Despite a lingering trepidation, the old exhilaration stirred inside her. “I need to book a flight.”


“Already booked it.”


Of course he had. Hank had more faith in her than she had in herself.


“Also booked a hotel room. They wanted an address so Maxim would know where to contact you in case you had trouble connecting.”


“Mighty accommodating of him,” she mused aloud. “Wonder why he’s so hot to give the interview? And why me specifically?”


“Darlin’, that’s called looking a gift horse in the mouth. However, if I were a betting man, I’d say it’s you he’s got the hots for.”


“One of these days, you’re going to cross a line, Hank, and someone is going to sue you for sexual harassment.” Because Jenna loved him, they both knew the most she’d give him for his sexist remarks was a dirty look.


“Yeah, and maybe one of these days you’ll realize your status. Jesus, Jenna. You constantly underestimate the power of your byline. You are a highly regarded, experienced journalist who has a rep for covering international affairs fairly and accurately. Why would the man not want one of the best in the business covering this story?”


“Wow.” She was taken aback by her editor’s uncharacteristically serious tone and his effusive praise.


He quickly shifted back to true form. “And what the hell. If giving Maxim a little smile gets him talking and makes him happy, who are we to disappoint?”


She laughed. He giveth and he taketh away. “That’s what I love about you.” And she did love the wily old fox. “You’d sell my soul for a story.”


“Well, now I’m wounded.”


“Sure you are. Just give met the details so I can get moving.”


“Move with care, kiddo. Understood?”


What she understood was that Hank was giving her one last shot at backing out. He knew how difficult this trip would be for her.


“I will. And Hank. Thanks for the push.”


“Anytime. Anytime.”


After he gave her the flight and hotel details they said their good-byes. Jenna headed up to her old bedroom to throw some clothes and personal items into a carry-on along with her laptop. A good measure of guilt followed her as she thought about the last time she’d gone after a story in Argentina.


She’d let Hank down. He’d blow a gasket if he knew what had really happened. She’d told him there’d been no story. That it had proven to be a wild goose chase.


He hadn’t bought it, of course. He wasn’t stupid. Still he’d let it alone, even though she knew he had to have read the wire service reports coming out of Argentina about the death toll from an explosion that had destroyed an estancia—a cattle ranch—near El Bolsón in the lake district of the Patagonia.


There’d been an explosion, all right. The estancia, however, had been a front, not a true ranch. Inside the heavily guarded grounds was a house of horrors. MC6, a third-generation neo-Nazi stronghold run by Erich Adler and Edward Walker, had been practicing non-consensual mind control and conducting unspeakable experiments on human beings, including drug experimentation, shock therapy, and psychological deprivation.


Just thinking of MC6 and Adler made Jenna’s blood run cold. She’d been in the thick of taking the compound, Adler, and Walker down. She and Gabe Jones, with a little help from their friends, had blown it to kingdom come.


The story would have rocked the world and sent Hank into orbit, but she’d killed it because of Gabe. The questions the story would have generated would have led to Gabe and his men. Jenna didn’t know who they worked for or what all they were up to, but it didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out that breaking the story would expose their part in it. That kind of exposure would breed a lot of questions, jeopardize all kinds of missions, and most likely place them in danger.


Was she proud that she’d had a hand in bringing MC6 down? Damn straight. Had she wanted to tell the world about it? Absolutely. For once, she’d contributed to a major event, instead of merely reporting on it. But in the end, exposing the heinous atrocities committed there would have served no essential purpose and caused more pain for the families of the victims.


And then there was the issue of not wanting to revisit the horror.


She sucked in a bracing breath to steady her fleet of butterflies. Adler and Walker were dead. MC6 was gone. There was nothing left to fear in Argentina.


Except maybe Gabe Jones.


Tough. Regardless of how nervous she was about returning, she owed Hank a great story. She was going to give him one this time and get on with her life and her career in the process.


She glanced around her room to make certain she hadn’t forgotten anything and spotted Nugget on her dresser. Her mom never threw anything away, bless her. The little stuffed toy had always been her lucky puppy.


Nugget had tagged along for every important event in Jenna’s life. The little tan and white dog had been packed in her suitcase for summer camp and tucked in her briefcase on her first job interview and numerous trips in between.


“Maybe you’re just what I need to get me through this trip, too, buddy.”


She hesitated for a moment then thought, why not? It was childish, even foolish, but it felt right.


“Come on, Nugget. Consider yourself officially out of retirement.”


Just like I am officially out of my mind, she thought, but she still made room for him in her carry-on and headed downstairs.


“Oh, sweetie. You’re leaving?”


Her mother met her at the bottom of the stairs, wiping her hands on a dishtowel. Jenna had known it would be hard for her mom to see her go.


“It’s time,” she said, hating that her mom had the same worried look in her soft brown eyes as when Jenna had announced she’d changed her major mid-semester her second year at Wyoming State from nursing to journalism.


“Work?”


“Yeah, Mom. I’m going back to work.”


Her mother nodded and hugged Jenna good-bye. “We just want you to be happy, Jenna. We just want you to be safe.”


Safe. Jenna watched the Wyoming countryside roll by as her dad drove her to Jackson Hole where she’d catch the first leg of her flight to Buenos Aires. To some, the word safe would seem strangely out of context considering that she’d herded strays on horseback from the time she was five years old. She’d tangled with brutish bulls and the occasional mountain lion, and survived wicked winter snowstorms that left the family stranded for weeks at a time in dangerous sub-zero temps.


But to her parents ranching wasn’t dangerous. It was simply a way of life. The only way of life generations of McMillans had known. To them the ranch was safe. But the thought of their little girl heading off to parts unknown, covering earthquakes, floods, political coups in third world countries, and the Gulf Wars, terrified them.


Well, yeah. It terrified Jenna, too, sometimes, but until MC6, it had also exhilarated her. She needed to get that feeling back.


Starting right now.


And what the hell, she thought, feeling that old self-confidence kick in, as long as she was returning to Argentina, maybe she would look up Gabe Jones, instead of just think about it.


Yeah, she thought, her heart rate accelerating. Maybe she’d just do that. It was time to be a big girl. Past time to confront him and tell him to his face that she thought he was an arrogant, rat-bastard creep.


What she couldn’t tell him, what she had no intention of telling him, was that she hadn’t been able to stop thinking about him since she’d left Argentina. Of all the “issues” she’d been dealing with the past nine months, that was the one that plagued her most of all.


She and her dad chatted about mundane things—the weather, the price of cattle, the hay crop—until the old brakes on his truck squealed as he pulled up at the departure’s terminal.


“You sure about this?”


She shaded her eyes with a hand, squinted up at him as he walked her to the door of the terminal. “It’ll be fine.”


“Promise you’ll take care of yourself down there.”


She hugged him hard. “I promise. Take care of Mom, okay? And take care of you.”


She shot him a huge grin as he climbed back in the truck and drove away. A grin that quickly faded as she headed resolutely toward her gate.
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Buenos Aires, Argentina
Two days later


The FUBAR factor had set in an hour ago, and it didn’t show any signs of letting up. Neither did the sun. It glinted off the windows of passing cars and beat down with relentless fury on the sizzling sidewalk.


The cement was hot on his ass where Gabe Jones slumped against a tall post sporting a trio of streetlights perched atop ornately scrolled brass arms. Tense as a cat on the hunt, Gabe nonetheless sat with his long legs sprawled in front of him, sweating in the Kevlar vest he wore beneath his poncho, working hard to carry off a drunken slouch. The faded green wool draped loosely over his shoulders stank like wet dog. It fell across his lap, hiding his Les Baer 1911—A1 .45.


His bruised and scuffed leather boots concealed his Butterfly—four inches of razor-edge carbon steel folded into Titanium billet handles. The 4.3 ounces of deadly metal felt as natural as skin against his ankle. Just like his untraceable credit card, Gabe never left home without it.


Fortunately, looking inconspicuous among the turistas and locals—the porteños—who filled the sidewalks and streets surrounding the Congreso de la Nación Argentina building wasn’t as tough as it should be. Despite his size, Gabe had pulled it off. Hiding in plain sight was a skill he’d mastered years ago in the military. No one took much notice of the juicer sleeping off a bender. Not in Buenos Aires. Not at nine in the morning in a twenty-four-hour city where the night ended sometime around four a.m. for many people.


Of course the beggar’s cup by his hip and a really rank trail of tobacco spittle pooling at his feet went a long way toward fending off even the marginally curious.


“Anything?” he asked into his chest where a commo mike was tucked in the folds of wool.


“Nada.” Sam Lang’s gravelly voice registered through Gabe’s headset, followed by Johnny Reed’s frustrated “No banditos, no bureaucrats, no fat cat American client. What the hell’s the holdup?”


FUBAR, Gabe thought again. Fucked-up beyond all recognition. This op was unraveling faster than worn tread on a bald tire. Lang and Reed were positioned twenty yards ahead of him in a small, sheltered bus stop in front of the National Congress building. They felt it, too. He heard it in both of their voices.


The rest of the Black Ops, Inc. team—they’d kept the intials BOI—tagged for this protection gig should have been here an hour ago with Emilio Maxim, the head honcho from Ventures, Inc., Reed’s “fat cat,” in tow.


Based on a transmission Gabe had received earlier from Wyatt “Papa Bear” Savage, however, there’d been a backlog on runway three at Ezeiza after Maxim’s private Challenger jet had landed. It had held up the armored car and the detail transporting Maxim by about an hour.


FUBAR.


“In. Out. Shuffle back to Buffalo,” Black had said yesterday at the final briefing on their latest executive protection gig. Famous last words.


“Maxim isn’t exactly a popular man in Argentina,” Nathan Black had informed them via a video conference call. From his off-site base of operations, Black briefed the BOI team responsible for Maxim’s safety while the team studied a carefully crafted security plan for Maxim’s arrival.


“Because he’s attempting to cash in on the Argentinean cattle market,” Gabe had concluded after reviewing basic background info into Maxim’s file.


“Got it in one.” Black’s voice hadn’t changed much over the years. It was still strong, deep, intense.


“And it looks like his company, Ventures, Inc., is planning to screw them ten ways from Sunday,” Reed had added with a grunt, his handsome face breaking into a grin despite his distaste for Maxim. “It’s a wonder they even let the bastard into the country.”


Nate Black, his hard life and forty-plus years showing these days in the gray peppering his close-clipped brown hair and in the cautious way he rose after sitting in one position for too long, had scratched his head before grinning into the camera. “Yep. Just another damn ugly American.”


“Why are we protecting this guy again?” Reed had asked, voicing what most of them had been thinking.


“Because it’s those damn ugly Americans that keep us in business,” Nate had said.


“Sure it is.” Gabe had stopped thumbing through the game plan. He challenged his employer with a look. It wasn’t too difficult to figure out there was a lot more here than met the eye. A scumbag like Maxim wasn’t their usual type of client. “Want to try again?”


Nate had grown sober. “Okay. Here’s the deal. Emilio Maxim’s a big player, right? Has his own security team. So red flags popped up when his people contacted me about contracting with BOI to provide protection for Maxim’s Buenos Aires trip. I figure, what does he need us for? So on a hunch, I made a couple of calls to my contacts in the State Department. Found out Maxim has been linked with Rashman Hudin.”


At that point, Gabe’s eyes had lifted to the video camera. “This bastard’s tied to Hudin?”


Nate had nodded, understanding in his eyes. Just as the rest of the BOI team had understood. They all knew who Rashman Hudin was and why his name made Gabe tense.


“You’ll all remember that Gabe recovered a set of documents from Erich Adler’s body after his chopper went down on the MC6 op,” Nate had reminded them.


Yeah. They remembered. The documents had outlined an international plot to wreak havoc between Western democracies and Jihadists—more fuel added to an already blazing fire.


The papers had also revealed that Erich Adler had merely been a regional head and that MC6’s primary headquarters were based in the Philippines and Malaysia.


Malaysia, where Rashman Hudin just happened to be.


While the documents hadn’t named names, since Hudin was on a government watch list, it was pretty easy to put two and two together and come up with a whopping ten. The conclusion then was that Hudin was most likely a key player in MC6, quite possibly at or near the top of the organization in the Malaysian headquarters.


And Emilio Maxim was linked to this bastard.


“So we’re not guarding so much as watching dogging Maxim,” Lang had surmised.


“Special request from Uncle,” Nate had confirmed.


It made sense. Those same documents they’d recovered from Adler’s body also had detailed information on heroin and cocaine trafficking, and referenced facilities where MC6 brokered the bulk of weaponry that found its way into the hands of jihadist groups all over the Middle East. The papers outlined MC6’s ultimate long-term goal of resurrecting a new Nazi regime from the ashes of war between democracy and jihadists.


“So,” Sam had added. “Maxim is connected to Hudin. And Hudin was connected to Adler. Quite the triumvirate.”


At least it had been until Adler was killed.


Nate had nodded. “Agreed. Maxim’s connection to Hudin is just a bit too interesting. So, that’s where we come in.”


Yeah, Gabe thought, dragging himself back to the present where he’d grown damn weary of waiting for Maxim to show. That’s where they always came in.


Black and his Obnoxious Idiots may no longer be military or CIA, but they still worked with Uncle. And they were still a team. Still brothers. Still Black’s boys. Warriors without an official war. Adrenaline junkies all. A misfit crew with no clue how to perform in a suit-and-tie world and no desire to learn.


Hell, the truth was, at least in Gabe’s case, he’d been living on the edge for so long that a nine-to-five and a white picket fence scared him more than an AK pointed dead center at his heart.


But damn, he thought, as the Argentinean sun continued its ruthless burn and the poncho baked him like a sauna, it was times like these that made him question his choices.


Gabe scanned the ornate Italianate building situated at the end of Avenida de Mayo where the Argentine Senate and Chamber of Deputies were currently in session.


The thirty-odd yards of real estate between Gabe and the Plaza de los Dos Congresos was filled with tourists and protestors. A contingent of twenty or so protestors—none of whom walked or talked like the deadly Argentina Alliance—had gathered in force with signs and sensible shoes to voice their opinion about the government’s proposed collaboration with the man Gabe and the team were here to protect. Which they would—provided the SOB ever showed up.


Yep. Some days Gabe questioned his choices. On the worst ones, he wished he were back in the military or even the CIA instead of doing contract work. Work that even the military or the CIA wouldn’t or couldn’t touch for fear of creating an international incident.


Today, however, was all about working with the boys. About living through the moment because his future was about as promising as a pipe dream and because he sure as hell couldn’t relive his past. Too many regrets there. Too many dead bodies. Too many ghosts.


Angelina.


Her memory hit him like a mortar round.


Angelina.


Screaming in pain. Dying in agony while he’d been forced to watch Erich Adler and his clew of Nazi worms torture her.


All because she had helped Gabe.


He’d almost died that day, too. For over a year, only his quest for revenge had kept him alive and functioning. He had lived only to kill Erich Adler.


But even that impetus had been taken from him. While Gabe led the raid that had destroyed the MC6 compound and Adler’s stronghold, someone else had taken down Adler’s escape chopper. Someone else had been responsible for Adler’s crash and burn as the bird had fallen out of the sky.


Someone else had avenged Angelina’s death.


He dragged himself away from the guilt and the ache that gnawed at his gut with dull teeth. Cursed not only himself but a vindictive God when another woman came to mind. A woman who somehow managed to breathe life into that part of him he thought he’d buried with Angelina.


Jenna McMillan. Sonofabitch.


He did not want to think about her. She was a hothead and a smartass, more shrew than charmer, more irritant than balm.


Nothing like Angelina.


Nothing like any other woman he’d ever met. Brassy, ballsy, even brilliant, he conceded grudgingly. Classic. Regal. Beautiful. The first time he’d seen her, her poor mouth had been bruised and swollen, but even then, her lips had made a tempting statement—until she’d opened them. Closed and silent, they’d spoken volumes about what they could do to a man on a hot night and cool sheets.


At times, and totally out of character, she’d managed to appear vulnerable, something Gabe hadn’t expected but had been intrigued by because he suspected she would never admit to any weakness.


Regardless, she was definitely not a woman he wanted to meet up with again.


Except… and Jesus this was hard to admit, especially since she hated his guts… it was Jenna McMillan’s face he saw at night now, not Angelina’s.


“Papa Bear, five o’clock.”


Sam’s voice rasped in Gabe’s earpiece and jerked him back to the present. He watched the street for a black Mercedes. The vehicle should be in his sights soon, flanked both front and rear by two more BOI protection vehicles.


“’Bout damn time,” Reed sputtered.


“Roger that,” Gabe agreed and waited for the parade to appear.


Since Maxim was a high-risk client, the front vehicle, a brown van, would be the ambush breaker, but the trailer, a nondescript gray sedan, would be loaded with a BOI heavy weapons team.


“Got him.” Gabe let his team know he’d spotted and recognized the unmarked, unobtrusive Mercedes as the BOI armored car transporting Maxim cruised into sight on Avenida de Mayo.


He flipped a switch, opening up radio contact with the new arrivals. “Y’all get lost?” he groused, laying on the twang for the detail leader’s sake.


“Aw, y’all been missin’ me.” Wyatt “Papa Bear” Savage’s slow, southern drawl came over the wire. “Makes me feel as warm and fuzzy as a ripe Georgia peach.”


Gabe grunted. “You want ripe, try spending a few hours in this heat.”


Squinting against the sun, he looked left then right as the Mercedes, with Savage at the wheel, moved closer to the front of the long, slowly sloping steps that led to the Congress building.


“What heat, Angel boy?” Light static crackled through the connection. “Nice and cool in here, bro.”


Gabe grunted. “Guess that means you buy the mint juleps when this is over.”


“So, whatcha’ll got?” Savage asked.


“Nothing yet. It’s all quiet on the western front.” Which, Gabe knew, could be an illusion as slick as a magician sawing a woman in half.


The dark, tinted windows of the Mercedes did the job, preventing anyone from seeing inside, but Gabe knew Maxim would be in the backseat. Even though they’d been tagged to pick up whatever info they could on Maxim, it was still up to Gabe, Lang, and Reed to protect him on the off chance the rumors of an assassination plot targeting Maxim panned out.


Gabe roused himself with the slow, uncoordinated movements of a man accustomed to sleeping off a drunk in a public place. He rose to his feet, wobbled, and sank back against the light post as if he needed it for support while he scanned the area for snipers or anything else that might look amiss. So far, so good. Which meant exactly jack.


The trio of BOI cars slowed to a crawl then cruised to a stop in front of the Plaza de los Dos Congresos. The Congress building was broad and sprawling, with wide steps that rose at a low angle to the arched entrance doors. Gabe automatically searched for anything out of place.


That’s when he saw her.


A wave of dizziness hit him like a triple shot of Wild Turkey.


He blinked. Did a double take.


“What the fuck?” he muttered clear of the mike.


He squinted hard into the sun. Wondered if he was having a heat stroke.


“No way in hell.”


His gaze swung from the woman who had just cleared the Congress building’s wide arching doors back to Papa Bear, a big, brawny man who moved with the stealth of a cat as he shoved open the Mercedes’s driver’s side door and stepped out into the simmering heat.


Gabe chanced another glance at the woman.


It could not fucking be.


Papa Bear rounded the front of the armored vehicle and after checking all quadrants, opened the rear passenger door.


But god damn, it was.


Jenna McMillan had scooted out the main doors of the Congreso de la Nación, that all-American-girl-with-an-attitude-and-a-mission look on her face.


For a split second all he could see was her—killer face, killer body, long legs bare beneath a softly swaying print skirt, riotous red hair tumbling down her back.


The screech of tires on hot concrete jerked his head around.


A beat-up black van roared out of nowhere. It careened onto the plaza from a side street and plowed into the knot of demonstrators just as Maxim ducked out of the Mercedes.


“Threat, right!” Gabe shouted on the fly.


He’d already jerked the bulky poncho over his head and tossed it aside on the run when a masked man toting an AK-47 flew out of the van and started blasting away in every damn direction.


“Shit!” he swore when he felt a round zip right by his head.


Reed and Lang were on top of it. They each carried HK 9mm MP-5 submachine guns. Like a lot of former Spec Ops boys, both Reed and Lang preferred them to pistols. They were simple to use, their collapsible stocks made them easy to conceal, their size effortless to access, not to mention that in the right hands they could drill single rounds into a target the size of a man’s head from fifty yards.


Both men whipped the HKs out from under their ponchos and opened fire, taking out the shooter almost instantly with no collateral damage. The van roared away with Reed and Lang still pumping lead as Papa Bear and the inside team shoved a shell-shocked Maxim back into the Mercedes.


Gabe sensed something was off. Something told him the shooter was just a diversion—and then a second car shot onto the plaza and sailed past him, driving right up the steps toward the Congreso’s main entrance.


Just before the car slammed into the main entry doors, Gabe caught a glimpse inside. The backseat was full of wires. He swore under his breath as he saw that the vehicle was also sitting low on the back end. When the driver ran the hell clear after jumping from the car, Gabe’s worst suspicions were confirmed.


“Bomb!” he yelled, vaulting past Lang and Reed who had each dropped to one knee and were sighting down their weapons near the front and rear of the armored Mercedes.


“Get Maxim the hell out of here!” Gabe shouted on his way by.


Peripherally aware of the sound of slamming car doors and screeching tires as the BOI cars shot away from the building, Gabe bounded up the cracked cement steps toward Jenna, where she stood in shocked bewilderment watching the catastrophe unfold.


He’d almost reached her when the car bomb detonated. He launched himself, wrapped his arms around her, and dove for low and horizontal. They were in mid-air when he felt the impact of the explosion, smelled the acrid and unmistakable scent of C-4, burning tires, and gasoline.


The concussion of sound and fury and Jenna’s terrified scream all faded into background noise as a consuming, searing fire ripped through his calf and his head hit the cement.


Pain exploded behind his eyes.


He saw black.


Then red.


Then nothing.
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Jenna landed on the burning hot concrete steps with a bone-jarring thud. One minute she’d been looking for Maxim, who was late, and the next, bullets were flying, a car was racing up the steps, and a swearing, stinking drunk came out of nowhere and tackled her. Right about then the world had exploded.


Now, two seconds or two minutes later—she had no idea which—all she could do was lie there, gasping for her lost breath, crushed beneath the weight of a vile-smelling stranger.


“Get. Off. Me!” She pushed out each word like a curse when she marshaled enough breath control to speak. But he was dead weight. She couldn’t budge him as all around her, fire and ash and smoke spewed into the air to the sound of screams and chaos and the blaze of the burning car.


Bomb, she realized when her mind finally engaged. She’d witnessed enough of them to know. More than enough to know that she’d never, ever get used to them. In that same moment she actually wished she had listened to her mother when she’d begged her to stay in nursing. Wished to God she was anywhere but here.


Under… this… stinking… man. While her story was getting away.


Anger as much as panic had her pushing, shoving, clawing, and screaming at him again to get off of her.


Nothing happened.


Then everything happened.


He flew up and away as if he had wings. She saw two very big, very bad-looking men who had hoisted him up, she realized, watching their backs as they struggled with the bum’s dead weight and raced down the steps to haul him away.


Before she could breathe another man grabbed her arm from behind and jerked her to her feet.


“What… wait!” she yelled, snagging her purse from the step beside her. It not only held her BlackBerry but a vial of pepper spray she’d picked up after arriving.


If she could get to it.


“Wait!”


He wasn’t listening. He hauled her down the steps, a blur of speed and inertia. They’d already reached the bottom before she had the presence of mind to put on the skids.


He jerked her tight against him, still behind her so she couldn’t see his face. She didn’t know who he was or where he was taking her, but none of this spelled rescue to her.


She had to make something happen. Fast.


She went limp and he relaxed his guard. Quick as a cat, she jerked her arm free, caught him by surprise, and vaulted down the sidewalk in the other direction.


Gathering the folds of her gauzy skirt, she ran like hell, until the heel on her left shoe snapped. She stumbled, righted herself and, swearing at her bad luck, kicked off her other shoe, all the while digging into her bag for the pepper spray. A bruising hand snagged her arm sending the spray flying; another wrapped around her waist and hauled her off her feet.


With the chaotic melee going on around her, she knew no one would hear her scream. So she saved her energy and lit into him like a wildcat.


She kicked. She clawed. She swung her purse at him. Finally she threw her head back and butted his.


He roared in pain.


“Gawd dammit, Jenna! Hold the hell still!”


That stopped her short. He knew her name.


And she knew that voice.


Winded, heart hammering, she struggled to look behind her and finally saw her abductor.


“Reed?”


My God. It was Johnny Duane Reed! Relief almost buckled her knees.


“So help me, if you broke my nose—”


She clutched his arm like a lifeline. “What… thank you, God… are you doing here?”


“Saving your sweet ass.” His words were choppy; blood ran from his nose as they raced toward an idling gray Suburban. “And this is the thanks I get.”


Reed didn’t give her time to ask any more questions. He shoved her headfirst into the backseat and piled in after her. The vehicle shot from idle to warp speed before the door even shut behind them.


She finally righted herself, dragged the hair out of her eyes, and stared at Reed.


The last time she’d seen him was also the last time she’d seen Sam Lang. It had been dawn. She’d been numb with exhaustion, like the rest of them—Dallas Garrett, Amy Walker, and Gabe Jones. They’d been covered with the grime and the pall of battle following the MC6 operation.


“What”—she paused to catch her breath—“just happened?”


“Don’t talk to me.”


Reed gingerly touched his swollen nose with one hand, cursed under his breath.


She dug into her bag, felt past her BlackBerry and her wallet, and finally found a packet of tissues. When she held them across the seat, he grabbed them and pressed a huge wad to his nose to stall the bleeding.


The car careened around a corner and sent Jenna crashing into the far door, banging her shoulder. She bit back a yelp of pain and straightened herself again. For the first time, she noticed a man lying facedown in a pile in the cargo area behind the rear seat where she and Johnny were sitting.


A stinky, unconscious man. The same man who had tackled her on the steps when the bomb went off.


She jerked her arm away from the backseat. “What’s he doing here?”


Johnny stuffed tissue into each nostril. “Breathing. I hope.”


She checked. Frowned. “He… he’s also bleeding.” A deep crimson stain seeped from the leg of his torn pants.


“Yeah, he does that sometimes.” Satisfied his nose was plugged, Johnny glanced into the cargo bay behind him. “Suppose we’d better do something about it.”


“We?” She made a sound that pretty much told him what she thought of that idea. “I’m not touching him. That bum attacked me.”


“No,” Johnny said, affecting the patience of a man whose stockpile was beyond depleted. “That bum saved your ass.”


“I thought you saved my ass. Look. Never mind.” She tried to tame her hair with shaking hands. “I’m sorry about your nose, okay? But you could have told me who you were.”


“I was a little busy with that ass-saving thing.”


Okay. He had a point.


A bomb.


Jesus.


In a fleeting moment of terror, Jenna longed for the “safety” of Wyoming and home—hell, give her a one-ton renegade bull and an aspen twig to beat him off with.


She sucked in a deep breath. Then another. She was actually surprised when she realized she wasn’t as terrified as she was excited. Excited. Like she used to get excited when she landed in the middle of a volatile and dangerous situation.


I’m back, she thought in triumph. She was back on her game.


“Okay. Straight skinny. What were you guys doing at the Congress?”


“Get down,” Johnny ordered as a sharp thuwnk had her eyes snapping wide open.


Someone was shooting at them.


“Get down,” he ordered again, flattening his hand on the top of her head this time and pushing her face into the seat.


The car picked up speed and shot around a corner, hurling her sideways. She grabbed for a door handle and the back of the driver’s seat to keep from tumbling to the floor. When the car straightened, she gingerly raised her head—just as another man looked over his shoulder at her from the shotgun seat.


She blinked. Blinked again. She’d been so busy trying to keep from bouncing around she hadn’t even looked toward the front. “Sam?”


“Jenna.” Sam Lang acknowledged her in that soft, calm voice she remembered from a time nine months ago that she knew she would never, ever forget.


She peered around the headrest so she could get a look at the driver. Didn’t know him, but recognized him as being cut from the same cloth as Reed and Lang.


“What is this? A badass convention?”


She should have known. Where Reed went, so went Sam. And where they went Gabe couldn’t be far behind.


“What,” she continued, as a building sense of doom at that prospect eroded what modicum of calm she’d gathered, “are you guys doing here?”


“Little busy right now.” Sam had already turned his attention back toward the window and was sighting through the scope of an automatic rifle. She flinched, slouched lower in the seat, and covered her ears when he fired off several rounds behind them.


Ears ringing, she glanced at Johnny, and bit back a string of questions when she saw he was busily reloading a pistol.


Deep breath. Another. She wasn’t going to get any information out of either of them. Not now, at any rate. For now all she knew was that she’d landed in the middle of a dicey situation. Hell. Seeing Johnny Duane Reed and Sam Lang was more than disconcerting. It made her think of El Bolsón and MC6.


It made her think of Jones. And it made her question, as she had a hundred times since she’d left Wyoming, what she’d do if she ran into him again.


It wasn’t like he gave a rip about her. All he cared about—well, there it was, wasn’t it? She didn’t know what Gabriel Jones cared about. Didn’t know what made him laugh. What made him cry. What made him weak. She only knew what pissed him off: her.


She worried a hand over the folds of her skirt, forced herself to lean back against the seat, realizing only then that her elbows burned. Her shoulders ached. So did her hip where she was probably sporting a bruise the size of Texas. That got her all PO’d again at the lump behind her in the cargo bay.


God, he stank. She needed air. She found the lever for the electric window and lowered it a fraction. Fresh air rushed in, hot, sweet, welcome.


From the front seat, someone raised the window, locked it.


She rolled her eyes, bypassing the idea of questioning Johnny again. It would be a waste of time. If he was going to talk, he’d have talked by now. She could draw conclusions until the cows came home, but the fact was only one thing made sense. They were here for the same reason she was. Emilio Maxim.


Why? That was the bigger question. She’d get it out of them. Eventually. Maybe when they weren’t running and the bullets weren’t flying.


Without fighting it, she slid straight into another memory of Gabe—because the truth was, it was easier to think about him than about the bullets bouncing off the car.


The first time she’d seen Gabriel Jones he’d emerged from the ruins of a firefight that had killed the barbarians holding her hostage. Only the glowing remains of the camp had lit the dark night. She’d been scared out of her freaking mind and thought he was one of the bad guys. Her heart stopped now as it had then as the vision of Jones backlit by the remains of the burning terrorist camp, larger than life, automatic rifle in hand, reformed in her mind.


If she’d had a gun, she’d have shot him. That’s how scared she’d been. Killed him dead. As it was, an iron frying pan had been her only weapon. Jones had laughed at her when she’d warned him not to come any closer.


What are you going to do, soufflé me?


She’d never forgiven him for that.


Okay, fine. So it had been funny. What she’d never forgive him for was making her break down in front of him and bawl like a baby when she realized she’d been rescued.


In the days that followed, while she’d formed a grudging admiration for the way he handled himself in the face of the nest of barbaric snakes that comprised MC6, Jones had rubbed her every way but the right one. What little she’d learned of him since then should have had her running scared, not back down here, semi-hoping she might run into him again.


The man in the cargo bay groaned.


Johnny twisted fully in the seat to look at him. His face went hard. “Shit,” he muttered, scrambling to turn around then reach over the backseat to get to him.


“He’s bleeding out.” Johnny’s Texas drawl wasn’t so slow suddenly as he tried unsuccessfully to rip open the man’s pant leg.


“Damn it!” He reached up under the cuff of the guy’s pants and pulled out a knife.


Jenna’s heart stopped, her attention riveted on the knife. She sat up straight in the seat as the blood drained from her head and left her dizzy.


She recognized that knife.


It was a Butterfly. A cold steel Arc-Angel Butterfly.


The odds of that same knife belonging to any man but Gabriel Jones fell roughly in the slim to none category.


“Oh my God!” Jenna scrambled to her knees and leaned over the seatback to help Johnny expose the bleeding wound.


“Not God, darlin’.” Johnny grunted as he worked to slice through the pant leg then parted the material that was matted with sticky deep crimson blood to expose a huge, gaping wound. “It’s just Jones. But I’m sure he’d be pleased as punch to think you placed him in such high rank deity-wise.”


He may be kidding around—that’s what Johnny did—but his face was dead serious as he searched the backseat then reached for the hem of Jenna’s skirt and started to slice off a long length.


“What can I do?” She helped him with the fabric, not caring that the skirt had cost a small fortune in a designer shop in Paris last year.


Johnny’s attention never left Gabe’s leg. Blood poured from the hole in thick, pumping spurts. He quickly fashioned a tourniquet with approximately forty dollars’ worth of hand-painted silk. “Hold this tight.”


With shaking hands, Jenna gripped the ends of the cloth while Johnny folded another length of her skirt then pressed it to the wound.


“Is he really bleeding out?” She couldn’t hide the concern in her voice.


Johnny took his time replying, and for several long, tense moments as the car shot around another corner, Jenna was afraid of his answer.


“Nah,” he said finally and shot her a trademark Johnny Duane Reed grin. “I just wanted to see your reaction.”


Only stark relief kept her from doing much more than glaring at him.


His grin widened. “You can let up on that tension a bit now, darlin’. We don’t want to stop the blood flow, just slow it down a bit ‘til we can get him to the doc.


“There you go. Just a little bit more,” he said in encouragement. “That’s the ticket. Now tie it off, okay? You’re doing fine.”


She was not doing fine. Her hands were soaked with Gabe’s blood. They were still shaking when she finally breathed her first full breath that wasn’t fractured with fear.


Johnny lifted the makeshift pressure bandage. Blood seeped slowly from the wound now, no longer pumping, no longer pouring out like life.


Gabe groaned and stirred.


“Easy going there, big guy.” Johnny dropped a hand on Gabe’s shoulder to settle him. “Lie still or all my handiwork will go to waste and you’ll start bleeding all over my nice bandage again.”


“Fuck your… bandage.” Gabe sucked in a sharp breath. “How bad… is it?”


“For you? Just a scratch. For us mere mortals, it ain’t great. Sucker’s gotta hurt like hell.”


Another groan as Gabe shifted again, tried to push himself upright. “Jenna.” Sapped of energy, he slumped back down, his face pressed into the floor. “Where’s… Jenna?”


“I’m here,” she said quickly, stunned that he’d asked about her, that he apparently cared what had happened to her. “I’m fine.”


His head reared up.


He met her eyes. Stared. Swore.


“Sonofabitch. It was you. What are you doing here?”


The venom in his tone stung like a hard slap. It took everything in her power not to flinch.


“At the moment?” She gathered herself and smiled sweetly. “Wishing I’d let you bleed a little longer. And I’ll bill you for that tourniquet, thank you very much.”


Silence, tense and taut, stretched out until Johnny broke into a huge grin.


“Well, hot damn,” he crowed, his voice brimming with laughter. “D’ya hear that, Sam? Just like old times.”


“Screw you, Reed,” Gabe grumbled, then with a muttered oath, passed out cold again.
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Old times, my ass.


Gabe stared at the Spanish tile floor, doing his damnedest to keep the room from spinning as Reed’s words came back to him and echoed in his mind along with the ringing in his ears.


He’d come to a few minutes ago. Disoriented. Disabled. Entrenched in pain. Pissed. He’d been fighting ever since to get a slippery grip on time, place, and level of threat.


Familiar voices, calm and reassuring, told him the threat was zip. The sound of Spanish guitar bleeding through the walls from the front of the building, the smell of booze, tobacco, and antiseptic told him he was in the back room of the Thirsty Dog, the cantina that fronted for what could loosely be called BOI’s Buenos Aires base of operations. At times like now it also doubled as a first-aid station.


Safe and secure, he was tempted to drift back toward the dark again. He fought it, vaguely aware of a soft, soothing hand on his bare shoulder, urging him to stay down.


Concentrate.


Okay. He was in the cantina. Good. Fine. The where was in the bag. The time part was still giving him trouble. He’d get a handle on that later. Right now he had bigger problems. His head felt as if someone were laying into him with a ball peen hammer, and even that was no competition for the pain that ripped through his leg.


Clenching his jaw to stall a roar when the knife dug deeper, he gripped the metal bars of the table legs until his knuckles turned white.


“Hang on, Angel boy. I’m almost home.”


Doc Holliday. Capable hands. Working on his leg. Speaking softly, voice full of concern. Which meant Gabe had trouble.


Another jagged, searing pain burned through his calf.


“Jesus Christ, Holliday,” he ground out between clenched teeth. “They take away your scalpel and give you a rusty saw?”


“Well, well.” A low, slow chuckle that sounded very much like relief accompanied Holliday’s words. “Look who’s back among the living—at least marginally.”


Holliday wasn’t really a doctor. And his name wasn’t really Holliday. Luke Colter had been a medic with Task Force Mercy and before that, a veteran of SEAL team four. The tall, rangy Montanan also had a rep as a Wild West–type gunslinger with a passion for five-card stud.


Reed had dubbed him Doc Holliday after Colter’s baptism by fire. On his first day with the team, Colter had patched up half a dozen TFM members then proceeded to clean them out at the poker table that night with a candy-eating grin and no remorse.


Like most men in the unit back then, Gabe had lost more money than he’d like to admit during Holliday’s weekly poker sessions. Also, like most men in the unit, Doc had followed Nathan Black to the private sector and into BOI.


Gabe owed Doc a dozen times over for patching him up. But Gawd damn, Gabe thought as sweat poured off his brow and dripped on the tile floor beneath him, the man showed no mercy. “Enjoying your work, Holliday?”


“Always a pleasure, Jones. If you didn’t have such a thing against painkillers, you’d be in Lala Land and missing all the fun right now. So hold the hell still. I’m just about done here.”


Again, those soft, cool hands soothed just as the pain almost took him under.


“Got ya, you sneaky sonofabitch,” Holliday crowed, then dropped the piece of shrapnel he’d dug out of Gabe’s calf into a bowl.


Gabe breathed past the pain, registered the clunk of heavy metal against stainless steel. For the first time since he’d come to, he remembered why he had shrapnel in his leg in the first place.


Jenna McMillan.


What the hell was she doing in Buenos Aires? More to the point, what was she doing at Congreso de la Nación Argentina at the exact moment a bomb went off?


While Doc applied a pressure dressing to his calf, bits and pieces of the race from the bombsite flashed through his mind. The speeding car, the bitchin’ pain, coming to and seeing Jenna’s face above him as she leaned over the backseat.


“Hurry it up, will ya?” He glanced over his shoulder at Doc. “I’ve gotta get out of here.”


Get out of here and find her, he thought with grim determination. Had to make sure she was okay.


Then he was going to wring her long, lovely neck.


“Sorry, Gabriel.” A soft voice he recognized all too well had him stiffening with resistance. “But you aren’t going anywhere.”


Juliana Flores moved into his line of sight then, her soft hands still caressing his shoulder comfortingly. She smiled at him through brown eyes rimmed with both apology and affection as she squatted down to his eye level.


She should hate him. Because of him, her daughter was dead. Yet Juliana had demonstrated over and over again that she did not blame him for Angelina’s death. Did not despise him for not being able to save her husband, Armando. Did not look at him with anything but affection and compassion and trust.


None of which he deserved.


“You shouldn’t be here,” he croaked.


Juliana shouldn’t be anywhere near BOI Headquarters, or him, that’s for damn sure. It was too dangerous for her. He started to push himself up.


Again, those strong but gentle hands held him down, and with far too little pressure. He was as weak as a damn baby.


“I was careful. No one saw me come here. Now lie still, Gabriel. We’re not finished, darling boy. Luke took good care of you, but you need surgery on that leg.”


He started to shake his head. Stopped short when it felt as if he’d rammed it into the Liberty Bell.


“Not to mention you’ve got a concussion,” Juliana added while Doc washed up in the background. “I need to get some X-rays.”


Great. Like he needed something else to slow him down.


“The day a headache gets me down is the day I pack it in,” he grumbled even though the nausea forced him to lie still.


“We all know you’re tough, darling boy.” Holliday poured on the crap, obviously getting a charge out of Gabe’s incapacitated state and the idea that this slip of a woman could boss him around. “But if you want to run with the big dogs again you need to let Dr. Flores work on that leg.”


“You already worked on the leg, you hack.”


“Love you, too.” Holliday bent down to Gabe’s level and shot him a broad, amused smile.


Gabe flipped him the bird.


As odd as it seemed given their constant trash talk, Gabe knew that in his own way, Holliday was concerned about him. The bond from their Task Force Mercy days was still there all these years later. Yeah. Doc cared. That didn’t mean Gabe had to be happy about lying here at Holliday’s mercy.


“I need to do some work in there, Gabriel.” Juliana’s soothing voice cut through the pain. “The muscle—it’s damaged. If I don’t repair it now, you won’t be happy with the way it heals.”


His theme for the day. He wasn’t happy about anything. But because he trusted Juliana’s judgment without question, he relented. “Do what you have to do. Just do not put me… out.”


Too late. A woozy, cobwebby haze seeped into his brain.


Fuck. IV, he thought just before his lights went out again.


Buenos Aires
Later that night


He lived for the night. This night, in particular, would bring cause for celebration because today, he had finally set his plan in motion.


A stubby candle burned on the blocky wooden table that sat beside his chair where he waited, completely still. He stared at the lizard slithering laboriously into the middle of the cold stone floor, and felt a grim modicum of kinship. They both survived in the dark. For both him and the reptile, however, things were about to change.


Finally, his carefully laid plans were under way. He’d reached outside his network of petty thieves, reached beyond his army of lawless misfits that he now led. Rapists, murderers, deviant dregs of humanity had all sworn allegiance to him out of terror and because of their backward superstitions. They actually believed he was El Diablo.


Let them believe. He did nothing to dispel their pathetic fears. He propagated them like a gardener, tended to them like a crop of poisonous weeds. He used them, abused them, made them his minions to do as he bid. Because of their skills, he had gradually amassed the funds he’d needed to proceed.


He smiled in the dark, pleased with his choice of pawns. Now he was anxious for news.


Time crawled as he waited. Crawled like the lizard that lay dying in the middle of the floor.


A timid knock sounded on the door.


Anticipation jacked up his heartbeat.


It would be his man, Ramón, bringing word of the events at the Congreso de la Nación. Finally, the waiting was over.


“Enter,” he commanded without moving from his chair.


The door creaked open. A flat, pock-marked face appeared in the gloom; Ramón’s stocky body inched inside.


“You have news?”


“Sí, El Diablo.”


“Closer,” he demanded when his lieutenant hesitated inside the door. “Report.”


“It was as you arranged,” Ramón said in careful English. El Diablo insisted that his subordinates converse with him in English, not Spanish.


“So you have him.”


Ramón shifted nervously from one foot to the other, licked cracked, thick lips. “There was an unexpected development.”


A cloying silence descended. “Explain.”


Ramón’s gaze darted from the floor and the dead lizard to the ceiling. “Our gunman arrived and opened fire. He was shot down before he could accomplish his mission. Then the bomb went off.”


“Bomb?” He shot to his feet; pain ripped through his flesh at the sudden movement. “I ordered no bomb!”


“No, no, El Diablo, no! We set no bomb! Someone else. Enemies of Maxim perhaps?” Ramón ventured, near panic as he scrambled toward the door.


Yes. He forced himself to calm down. Most likely enemies of Maxim. Enemies he had paid off to back away so nothing would interfere with his plans.


“The fools did not honor our bargain. They will die for this,” he promised in a chillingly quiet voice.


He turned back to Ramón and slowly approached the man. “Where is he now?”


The terrified look on Ramón’s face said it all.


“You allowed him to get away?” He reached for Ramón’s throat, intending to squeeze the life out of him for letting his quarry escape.


Ramón clutched at his neck as he crumpled to his knees, gasping for breath. “Have… mercy. We… are searching at this moment. Please. Please have mercy. I… I… have been your faithful servant.”


“Find him!” he ordered, shoving Ramón away. “And find him soon.”


He studied Ramón’s face, read both the fear and the concern there. He knew Ramón thought he was insane.


“Find him by morning,” he went on, his voice deceptively calm. “You have been with me a long time, Ramón. I would hate to lose you. Fail me, however, and you will suffer the consequences.


“Now go.”


He shoved the terrified man out the door, then stood panting from the exertion and the unrelenting pain his physical actions had caused. Slowly, he collected himself. Slower still, he shuffled to the narrow cot and eased his ravaged body down.


Partial relief lay in the syringe on the table by the bed. The temptation to use it was great. His thirst for redemption, however, was greater. He had to stay clear headed.


He opened the wire cage on the floor. Ignored the biting teeth of the nest of Basilisk lizards as he reached inside and withdrew a large male.


“Things will change for us both,” he murmured and offered the starving creature a poisoned cricket.


A reptilian tongue snaked out greedily, swallowed the morsel in one gulp.


El Diablo set the lizard on the stone floor, lay back on the mattress. Then he waited, with detached interest, watching as the poison slowly took control.


The lizard’s death would be merciless, agonizing, and as final as the death of his enemies.


Bahia Blanca, Argentina
Twelve hours later


“What, exactly, is your relationship with Gabe?”


Few things shocked Juliana Flores at this point in her life, but Jenna McMillan’s question did just that.


Juliana glanced up from her wine, her surprise apparently evident because Jenna turned a brilliant shade of red.


“Oh, God.” Jenna averted her gaze to her lap, shook her head. “I can’t believe I just asked you that.”


Now this was interesting, Juliana thought. She leaned forward, lifted the open bottle of pinot grigio, and refilled the younger woman’s glass.


She looked exhausted. Juliana could relate. She was tired, too, although glad to be home again.


Home. Her refuge. The azure South Atlantic, a restless shade of green today, pounded fifty feet below the jagged cliff upon which her villa nestled. Fragrant flowers and shrubs bordered a lush carpet of green grass framing a huge covered portico leading into a house that seemed almost cavernous now that Armando was gone.


Everything—from the European design and Gothic arches to the gabled windows and Louis XIV furnishings—reminded her of him. Gracious, eloquent, timelessly classic.


Gone.


She couldn’t think of Armando now. Instead, she thought of Gabe. She was relieved that he was resting comfortably after his surgery an hour or so ago. Juliana had insisted that he be transported back to Villa Flores in Bahia Blanca aboard the Angelina Foundation helicopter where she would have access to her state-of-the-art surgical room and her discreet, capable team who had helped her and Armando operate, no questions asked, on hundreds of patients in the past several years.


As always, thinking of Armando brought the familiar ache of loss. She had other issues to attend to at the moment so she forced a smile for her guest’s sake.


“I’ve insulted you,” Jenna said, apology in her voice, apparently assuming as much from Juliana’s prolonged silence.


She probably should be offended, but Juliana found herself smiling. “No. Not insulted. You’ve… intrigued me. Your question about my relationship with Gabriel; there was a ring of challenge to it. Is that what I heard? Are you staking a claim to him, then?” If Jenna could be blunt, then so could she.


To her credit, the beautiful redhead didn’t feign shock or denial or even surprise. Instead, she lifted her wine and drank deeply before her green eyes met Juliana’s gaze straight on.


“Far from it.” She made a self-deprecating sound. “Okay, maybe. A little one. Although for the life of me, I don’t know why. In the first place, it’s none of my business. In the second, it’s clear that he hates me.”


Because she looked so miserable, Juliana’s heart opened a little. “Hate is a very strong word.”


Jenna grunted. “Don’t I know it.”


Juliana watched the younger woman’s face, more interested by the moment. She’d known it would happen someday. She’d known that Gabriel would find another woman to complete his life.


Gabriel had loved her daughter, but he couldn’t mourn Angelina forever. For that matter neither could she, although Juliana suspected she always would.


So what then, did she think of the possibility of Gabriel and Jenna McMillan? She honestly didn’t know.


Juliana liked the woman. She admired her intelligence, her… spunk, she believed was the American word for it. She had liked her upon meeting her all those months ago under some very difficult circumstances. In fact, she’d liked both Jenna and her American friends, Amy Walker and Dallas Garrett.


But Jenna and Gabriel? It was an interesting match to ponder. Because she cared deeply for Gabriel, it was also an important one.


“So you’re certain he hates you and yet, here you are,” Juliana said after a long moment, “back in Argentina. Back with Gabriel.”


Jenna smiled, a bit sadly, Juliana thought.


“I’m back in Argentina on a story,” she said. “Running into Gabe again was pure coincidence. Ending up here, at Bahia Blanca again… not exactly part of my game plan.”


No, Juliana thought, certain that the younger woman had not expected to end up here. The boys, however, hadn’t given her any choice. They’d sequestered Jenna at BOI HQ while Luke had done triage on Gabriel. Then they’d hustled her onto the chopper with Gabe and turned her over to Juliana.


Juliana wasn’t certain why Johnny Reed had insisted Jenna be transported here to Bahia Blanca. He’d said it was to get her out of their hair.


Maybe the real reason was that Johnny had deduced the same thing that Juliana was beginning to believe. Jenna McMillan, it seemed, had feelings for Gabriel. To what extent, Juliana didn’t know. She got a strong sense that Jenna didn’t know either.


She found it very interesting.


The silence stretched out, and Juliana suspected they were both thinking back in time. It was hard to believe that the better part of a year had passed since Gabriel, piloting a dilapidated twin-engine Piper, had landed on her private airstrip with two women and a wounded man aboard.


The man had been Dallas Garrett. The women had been Amy Walker and Jenna, and the four of them, along with Sam Lang and Johnny Reed, who had traveled back to Buenos Aires on their own, had just destroyed the MC6 compound near El Bolsón. From what Gabriel had told her the operation had been brutal, bloody, and dangerous.


It had also been necessary.


Just like the death of Erich Adler, the operations mastermind and the same monster who had killed her daughter, had been necessary.


“How are your friends?” Juliana asked abruptly, needing to divert her thoughts from Angelina’s horrible death.


“Amy and Dallas? Good. They’re good,” Jenna replied. “At least they were the last time I heard from them.”


Juliana had learned that Amy Walker had had her own reasons for bringing down MC6. Gabriel had told her that Edward Walker, Amy’s grandfather and the second in command at MC6, had practiced ghastly experiments on Amy’s mother when she was a child.


Juliana remembered Amy as a small woman with a huge, brave heart. She remembered Dallas Garrett as a man who loved Amy with a fierceness he had not been able to conceal.


Jenna was Amy’s friend. She was also a journalist, who at her own peril, had used her investigative skills and contacts to find Edward Walker for Amy.


“You risked a lot for your friend,” Juliana said thoughtfully.


“And you risk a lot for Gabe.”


Ah. So we’re back to that. Juliana nodded. “Which prompted your original question about the nature of my relationship with him, which I still haven’t answered.”


Possibly because she smiled, Jenna smiled, too. “Yeah. That one.”


“I love Gabriel,” Juliana admitted after a lengthy silence. “As a son.”


More than relief flooded the younger woman’s face.


“You thought something more?”


“You’re an incredible woman. A beautiful woman. I… I watched him with you. He’s… different around you. Softer. More open. More… I don’t know. Approachable, maybe? Human.”


She was astute, Juliana gave her that. She liked that about her. “He would have been my son-in-law,” she said, anticipating Jenna’s next question.


The stunned look on Jenna’s face said it all. She hadn’t expected to hear that. The flash of pain in Jenna’s eyes caused a resurgence of Juliana’s own pain.


“My daughter has been gone almost two years now. She was helping Gabriel when Erich Adler captured her. He tortured her. And then he killed her.”
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Oh. My. God.


Jenna struggled to process Juliana’s words.


Angelina, of the Angelina Foundation painted on the side of the pricey chopper, was Juliana Flores’s daughter. Angelina was the woman Gabe had loved.


Jenna felt heartsick for all of them, especially Gabe. It explained his anger. Explained why he kept so much of himself bottled up inside.


No wonder Jenna felt such contempt from him. The woman he had loved was dead, killed by Erich Adler, and Jenna had almost fouled up his operation to take Adler out.


The fact that in the end she’d actually helped meant little. It was an accident that she’d been in on the raid the day Adler had been killed while trying to escape the MC6 compound. Just as it had been an accident that Jenna had ended up in the middle of a bombing today with Gabe. Another accident that she’d ended up back here, at Juliana Flores’s Bahia Blanca estate.


How ironic. The prospect of blowing the lid off a story about Maxim had gotten her back down here. Finding Gabe had been a secondary mission. Now Maxim was temporarily out of the picture, and she’d probably blown her chance of pinning him down again by allowing Johnny to bully her into going to Bahia Blanca, insisting that Juliana would need her help with Gabe.


So far, not so much. Juliana had everything under control.


Jenna stared at the beautiful woman who had lost so much. Wondered how she had lost her husband. Wondered how she survived the losses of both the man she loved and her daughter. The first time she’d seen her, Jenna remembered thinking there was such drama in Juliana’s face. Beneath it all, though, she’d seen pain. Now Jenna understood why.


She felt small and petty drinking Juliana’s wine, eating her food, and tonight, sleeping in one of her guest bedrooms.


She was a stranger in Angelina’s home, where there was nothing left of her but portraits. Jenna couldn’t stop herself from looking at the oil above the fireplace. A wave of sadness swamped her. Angelina had looked exactly like her beautiful mother, with her long, wavy hair the color of roasted chestnuts; honey-gold complexion; wide, expressive mouth; and intelligent brown eyes.


She closed her eyes, felt a swirl of nausea. She’d just admitted to a woman who was still grieving that she had feelings for the man her daughter had loved. She had dared to question her about her relationship with him.


Yet it was all Jenna could do to keep herself from asking a thousand more questions.


God. She was lower than road tar.


“I am so, so sorry, Dr. Flores.” The words sounded inadequate at best, too little too late at worst.


Juliana merely smiled, a forced, sad smile that said so much about her suffering. “We are all sorry. And you couldn’t have known.”


“Adler…” Jenna had to ask this one question, but it was difficult and she stumbled. “Your daughter… what happen—”


Juliana cut her off. “There is only one thing of importance to say about him. He can’t hurt anyone anymore.”


Bahia Blanca
The next morning


Gabe assessed his surroundings through closed eyes, heavy and gritty with sleep. Drug induced, he concluded, breathing deeply to clear his head.


The room smelled clean, he realized, attempting to ID the scent. Not sterile. Lavender, maybe. He shifted a shoulder, turned his head, and sank into luxury. Down pillows. Expensive linens.


Finally, he opened his eyes to soft, slanting sunlight that shone through tall narrow windows, then glanced off gleaming hardwood floors in flickering prisms of blue, yellow, and green.


It was morning. But of what day?


He lifted his arm to check his watch. Gone. Then he slid his hand down beneath the sheet to discover that his clothes were also gone.


He might have been alarmed, except he recognized the style and the opulence of his quarters.


He was lying in a huge bed in the middle of an equally large bedroom. Tall plastered walls had been painted a cool shade of blue. Pricey artwork hung everywhere, adorned dressers, bookcases. Ornate, expensive furniture—the woman loved her dead kings—filled the room. Sheer panels billowed softly in an ocean-scented breeze that eased in through floor-to-ceiling windows.


An oasis. Juliana’s oasis. Yeah, he recognized her touch. He may have even slept in this bed once before.


The question was, why was he here now?


The bigger question, why was there a long, leggy, and very mouthy redhead sound asleep in a chair beside the bed? And the mother of all questions: Why would a woman who had hated his guts on first sight and from all indications hadn’t changed her opinion in the nine months since she’d left Argentina be keeping vigil at his side?


He stared at Jenna McMillan’s sleeping face, at the generous, ripe mouth that could fool an unsuspecting man into thinking that only sweetness and light and uncensored sex could possibly slip between those lush, sensual lips. Thick auburn lashes brushed her cheeks and covered eyes the color of forest moss. Eyes, he reminded himself, that could shoot daggers at a moment’s notice and slice a man’s ego to the quick.


The woman was a pest, a nuisance, and the worst kind of trouble. So why was he fighting to convince himself he wasn’t glad to see her? Drugs, he concluded. Juliana had doused him with some heavy-duty painkillers.


That didn’t answer the most obvious question. What was Jenna doing here?


He lay his head back down on the pillow, stared at the ceiling, and tapped his memory for answers.


They flooded in like the sunlight deluging the room.


The stakeout.


The machine gunner.


Jenna on the steps of the Congress building.


The car bomb.


Slowly, the rest of the details filed together into a progressive line. He’d come to in Doc’s makeshift ER in back of the cantina. Juliana had been there. Had told him he needed surgery on his leg.


His leg. Shit. Oh, shit. His leg.


A nauseating panic boiled up in his gut. He braced himself, then jerked the sheet aside. Forced himself to look down.


It was still there.


Sweet Jesus God, his leg was still there. It was wrapped from knee to ankle in thick, sterile dressing, but it was there. Relief made him light-headed.


The soft rustle of fabric made him realize he had an audience. And he was lying there bare-ass naked.


“I… um… you’re… oh, gosh… awake.”


He turned his head, said nothing. Only watched as Jenna stiffly straightened in the chair and made several valiant attempts to keep her gaze above his lap level.


Tried and failed.


And damn if his dick didn’t react to those huge, hungry eyes licking across his body and to the brilliant shade of red flooding her cheeks.


“So it would seem,” he said, his voice gravel rough with knee-jerk carnal need. A need that pissed him off. And apparently, left the woman with the most wicked mouth south of the equator, speechless.


More for his benefit than hers, he reached for the sheet and tugged it across his lap. Then he watched her face as a breath she must have been holding for the better part of a minute eased out.


“How long have I been out of it?”


She made a big production of stretching and yawning in a failed attempt to look casual. “Since yesterday.”


A day. He’d lost a day.


“How are you feeling?” Her voice lacked its usual bravado as she dragged a handful of long, unruly red hair away from her eyes and tucked it behind her ear.


Like I’ve been broad-sided by a two-by-four. Both his head and his leg throbbed like a bitch. But he wasn’t going there. He had plenty of questions of his own, and he wanted plenty of answers.


He lifted his hand to his itchy jaw. Thick stubble. He hated stubble.


“I… um… my dad. He broke his leg once.”


He turned his head, stared into uncertainty. Where was she going with this?


“He had to spend some time in… bed.”


Jesus, was she blushing?


“His beard… well. I remember how it drove him crazy,” she went on, looking at the wall, looking out the window, at the floor, anywhere but at him. “I used to give him shaves. I guess I could… give you one. If you’d want me to, that is.”


If he hadn’t already been flat on his back, her offer would have slammed him there even though she sounded about as anxious to perform the personal task as she would be to walk into a pool of quicksand.


Yet she had offered. Interesting.


Because she’d felt obligated? Wanted to make him feel obligated? Or was it the old inherent nurturing gene kicking in? He hadn’t thought she had one.


Or maybe she’s just being nice, Jones.


Yeah, that was going to happen.


He was about to say no, thank you, don’t bother, but something stopped him. Maybe it was the obvious reluctance on her face. Maybe it was the fact that he hated living with stubble.


Maybe he just felt mean and nasty and pissed that he was so weak and he wanted to make her squirm a little more.


“Yeah. Sure. Knock yourself out,” he said finally then watched her face as surprise registered, followed by suspicion, followed by determination to soldier on.


When she stood, he closed his eyes, drifted on the aftermath of sedation and gnawing pain to the sound of water running in the adjoining bathroom.


He didn’t have it in him to flinch when a hot, wet cloth caressed his face and roused him. Without opening his eyes, he let a breath of tension ease out. Damn. It felt good. As she eased a hip onto the edge of the mattress then pulled a bedside stand close, he realized she smelled good. Musky and sweet. Like a woman. Like sex.


He measured his breaths, forced himself not to open his eyes, knowing that the combo of tactile and visual sensations would shoot him toward terrain studded with landmines.


Deep breaths, dumb ass.


You’re in control here.


Damn right he was. For all of a nanosecond.


When she removed the cloth and carefully spread shaving gel over his lower face and throat, all of his erogenous zones stood up and took note.


Her hands were surprisingly steady. Her touch acutely soft and sensual.


It’s a shave, he told himself. Just a damn shave.


When she leaned over him to gain better access and touched the razor to his jaw, her breast brushed his bare chest and his traitorous dick stirred to life beneath the sheet.


He fought to swallow a groan. Fought and failed.


She pulled back like she’d been stung. “What? Did I nick you?”


If only. Nothing like a little blood loss to bring a man to his senses.


He made a major tactical error then. He opened his eyes. Met hers. Reacted with his he-man gene when distress furrowed her brow, darkening her irises to sea green as her gaze flicked from his eyes to his face and back again.


“No.” His voice was thick with arousal. He cleared his throat. “No. I’m fine. It’s all… fine.”


Just fuckin’ fine.


Even more than the dull throbbing pain in his calf and the pounding in his head, he felt a keen, pulsing awareness of her hip pressing against him, of her woman’s heat melding with his. Felt a raw, urgent need to pull all that soft, yielding warmth against him and satisfy the ache in his groin.


He folded his hands over his lap to hide the tenting action going on underneath the sheets. Sonofabitch. He did not want to react to this woman on any level other than indifference. Yet here he was. Raised to full mast, ready to set sail in a sea of wet, steamy sex.


It was all wrong. He didn’t want to react to anyone or anything. It was how he ran his life. It was how he stayed alive. Yet somehow from the first moment he’d seen Jenna McMillan, she’d managed to test every self-defense mechanism he’d ever erected.


Suddenly he was tired. So tired, he let down his guard. When she paused to rinse the razor, he met her eyes again. In them, he saw the last thing he needed to see.


A responding physical pull.


An answering chemical heat.


The same combustible attraction that he damn well didn’t want to acknowledge, let alone give in to.


And, damn it, that wasn’t all. Underlying all the animal magnetism, he sensed something that thickened this messy stew of sensations.


She cared about him. At least she thought she did. When in the hell had that happened?


And when had what she cared about started to matter to him?


She went back to work with the razor, and suddenly the answer was painfully obvious: He’d started to care the moment he’d first set eyes on her, embattled from her abduction, scared out of her mind, poised to defend herself with a damn iron frying pan.


Jesus, she’d been something.


She was something. Something special. Too special for the likes of him, which was why he’d intended to quit caring the day he’d let her walk out of his life at the Ezeiza airport nine months ago.


Yeah, he’d let her go when he’d known he could have made her stay. That should have been his first clue. The woman meant more to him than a quick lay and a quicker good-bye.


Now here she was again. It pissed him off to react so strongly to her. Made him mean because mean was the only way he knew how to react to all this need.


“What are you doing here?” he growled, weary of wrestling with feelings he was never going to act on anyway.


His gruff question startled her. Her cheeks turned that amazing shade of red again. Though he was certain she wasn’t aware of it, she’d bitten her lower lip between her teeth. Nervous. He was making her nervous.


Join the club, sweetheart.


Very slowly, she let her lip slide out, all plump and perfect and pink.


And poison, he reminded himself. She had a mouth as lethal as belladonna, and a helluva lot of nerve to show up down here again and fuck with his head.


“Here? As in here, here? I’m giving you a shave.”


He shot her a stone cold glare to tell her just how cute he thought she wasn’t. “That’s not what I asked you.”


Her eyes were wide and evasive. “You mean, what am I doing in Argentina?”


“That would be the money question, yeah.”


She seemed to consider as she rinsed the razor again then slid it expertly from cheek to jaw. “I’m on vacation.”


And he was the queen of England.


She was hiding something. Big surprise. The obvious questions were what and why?


“On vacation. Is that a fact?”


“It is, yeah.”


Her body language gave her away—the slight flare of her nostrils, the sudden crease between her brow. He wasn’t letting up on her.


“So… your vacation just happened to land you at the Congress building at the very same time a bomb went off.”


She looked away as she rinsed the razor. “Some coincidence, huh?”


He gave her his best hard-ass look. “Just so you know, I don’t believe in the tooth fairy, the Easter bunny, or coincidence.” God, he was tired. “Wanna try again?”


That brought on a world-class scowl. “You know what? I don’t think I like your tone.”


He barked out a laugh then wished he hadn’t when pain lashed through his head. He reached up, touched his temple and discovered a knot the size of a hen’s egg. “News Flash: I don’t think I give a shit. Now what were you really doing there?”


“That would fall into the ‘none of your business’ category.” Belligerence times ten.


He snagged the towel from her hand when she started to pat his jaw dry.


“I’ve got a hole in my calf the size of your explanation.” He swiped the towel over his face. “You’ll understand if I think that makes it my business.”


“Tell you what.” She busied herself gathering the shaving paraphernalia. “Why don’t you tell me what you were doing there?”


He glared at her.


“Yeah. That’s what I thought.” She rose and headed for the bathroom. “What’s good for the goose doesn’t cut it for the gander.”


Swearing, he swung his legs over the side of the bed, dragging the sheet across his lap as he did—and the room went red, white, and blue stars as he sat up straight.


Warm hands gripped his shoulders and eased him back down on the pillow before he could take a header onto the white cypress floor.


“You’ve also got a concussion, so just settle down and try to lie still.”


Fuck.


He closed his eyes. Breathed deep and swallowed back slick, rolling nausea.


“Need a bowl?”


He sucked in two more breaths. “No. I’m okay.”


“Yeah, and I’m that tooth fairy you don’t believe in.”


She made to move away again. He latched on to her wrist, held tight with all the puny strength left in him. “We’re not… finished,” he mumbled and knew he was about to slip under again.


“Yeah, I figured that, too.” A softness in her voice almost sounded like affection. “For now, you need to sleep, okay? Just sleep.”


She didn’t have to tell him twice. The soothing sound of her voice, the softness of her fingers gently prying his off her wrist, and the residual pain medication sluicing around in his bloodstream all took a toll.


He drifted off to the caress of her hand across his forehead, the feel of cool sheets beneath him, and a reverently whispered, “Holy, holy cow,” as the top sheet was quickly lifted then settled back down over his lower body.
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“Holy, holy cow,” Jenna murmured as she let the sheet drift back down over Gabe’s lap. The man was hung like one of her daddy’s prize bulls.


“Yeah, and he bellows and snorts like one, too,” she reminded herself, easing back down on the chair.


She watched him sleep.


Just watched him and thought about that bare, tough, scarred body.


Lord, was he buff. But the scars. You could have played connect the dots with all the warrior wounds—some old and white, some pinker, newer.


Like the bump on his head. And the biggest problem, his leg.


What had she been thinking when she’d offered to shave him? Where had that even come from? Earning her keep, maybe. Juliana had done so much for her, it was a small chore to even the score.


Maybe she thought she could get some information out of him about what he’d been doing at the Congress.


Or maybe she’d just wanted to get close to him, she finally admitted.


She dragged a hand through her hair. Shaving him had been a really, really bad idea. Too intimate. Too much touching. Too much thinking about touching him all over.


Ho-kay. It was time to back out of there because now she had a vividly detailed game in mind where she used her mouth to connect those dots that scarred him. Where she stopped to linger, from time to time, on that part of him that had made such a huge impression on her.


A huge impression. So what had she expected? He was a big man. Stood to reason.


It also stood to reason that she should feel guilty about taking one final peek at the goods while he was helplessly falling asleep, but she didn’t. Not even an iota of guilt reared its ugly head. Why should it? He’d reacted to her first, hadn’t he? Caught her off guard.


But then, everything about this man and this situation threw her off her stride. That’s part of the reason why she’d lied to him about why she was back in Argentina. She didn’t want to give him any more advantage over her than he already had.


The other part of the equation was that she didn’t believe in coincidence any more than he did. There was a reason Gabe and the boys had been at the Congress the same time Maxim had arrived. Those guys looked for trouble the way hawks looked for prey. Their presence on the scene could mean that her story might be as big as or even bigger than either she or Hank had anticipated.


Sam and Johnny and any number of other road warrior types couldn’t wait to isolate her in a room by herself when they’d finally driven the embattled Suburban into an underground parking garage then hustled her and Gabe into the back of a cantina in the barrio in Buenos Aires.


Cantina my bruised butt, she thought. It was a base of operations of some kind. They’d gone to great lengths to make sure she hadn’t seen anything, heard anything, or done anything they didn’t want her to see, hear, or do. She’d also lost her purse somewhere along the way—most likely their doing, too.


She had a lot of questions about that place and about the men who populated it. Men like Gabe who played deadly games for a living and sometimes died for their efforts.


Like Gabe had almost died yesterday. That thought still gave her goose bumps.


So, okay. Part of the reason she’d ended up here was to make sure he came through the surgery all right. That’s not what Reed thought. He thought she’d let him railroad her into coming to Bahia Blanca.


Fat chance. If she hadn’t wanted to get on that chopper, she wouldn’t have gotten on it, no matter how many big men with bigger guns informed her it was her only choice.


The way she figured it, Maxim had been long gone by then anyway. Since she’d lost her BlackBerry along with her purse, that left Gabe as her best chance of finding out what was going down.


Then there was the ulterior motive—she’d wanted to see him again. She still wasn’t sure why.


“Still sleeping?”


She jumped, startled when Juliana’s voice knocked her out of her rambling, sleep-deprived thoughts.


“He woke up once,” she said, glancing over her shoulder as Juliana joined her by the bed. “For a while. Long enough to bitch about me being here.”


“Then he was lucid.”


“Oh yeah.” And aroused.


Juliana took in the scene, couldn’t help but see that Gabe was freshly shaven. If she reached any conclusions, she kept them to herself.


“You haven’t slept, have you?” she asked after checking Gabe’s respiration and pulse.


“I slept. Well, a little,” Jenna confessed when Juliana frowned. She hadn’t used the guest room the good doctor had given her. She’d been too wired after their little talk to lie down. Even the wine hadn’t settled her.


So she’d come here instead. Sat in the chair beside Gabe’s bed, studied that hard, beautiful face, the swelling and bruising slowly creeping over his temple toward his eye, and she’d eventually fallen asleep in the chair.


And we all knew what kind of trouble she’d gotten herself into then.


“Will he be all right?” Seeing him like this truly unsettled her. Even scarred and bandaged and asleep, Gabriel Jones was larger than life. There was a vulnerability to him now, though—physically at least—that was difficult to witness.


“If he gives himself time to heal, yes. He’ll be fine.”


“But you doubt he’ll give himself that time,” Jenna concluded, based on the concern creasing Juliana’s forehead.


The doctor lifted a shoulder. “He’s always been a terrible patient.”


Jenna thought of the scar on his chest. The thick jagged line on his thigh. “You’ve patched him up before.”


Juliana laid the back of her hand on his brow. “Too many times, I’m afraid.”


The sheet had slid down to his waist, outlined his hips, molded to the thickness and the length of his strong thighs. The skin above the sheet was deeply tanned, evidence of hours spent in the tropical Argentinian sun. His shoulders were angular and broad, his chest wide and lightly dusted with dark hair. Thick veins pressed against the skin of his forearms and over the bulky muscles of his biceps.


Not only hung like a bull, built like one, too, Jenna thought, then realized Juliana was watching her. She shook her head, lifted a shoulder as if to say, guilty.


“Lotta man,” she said. What point would there be in denying that she appreciated what she saw?


Juliana nodded. “Indeed.”


“Who is he?” Jenna asked after several silent moments had passed. “Who the hell is Gabriel Jones?”


Juliana seemed to consider answering, but in the end, shook her head. “I think that’s something he needs to tell you.”


Jenna nodded. She’d figured as much. She even appreciated Juliana’s loyalty to Gabe.


The truth was, she felt a little relieved when Juliana left the room. As much as Gabe Jones fascinated her, there was a part of her that was frightened by him, too. Or maybe frightened for him would be more accurate. Maybe it was better to fumble around in the dark. Maybe she couldn’t handle the kind of secrets he kept.


The man lived on the wire. Men like him always did. Men like him always had a fight to fight, a war to win, a burden to bear. They didn’t make for good relationship material.


Gabe Jones types were always being hunted by other men who wanted them dead. Someone had almost killed him less than twenty-four hours ago. Twenty-four hours from now, someone might try to kill him again.


Yeah, Gabe Jones’s world was comprised of bullets and bad guys, sleeping with one eye open and guns—or in Gabe’s case his Butterfly—under his pillows. No doubt, he’d completely lost touch with the concept of baseball, mom, and apple pie.


Men like Gabe—operatives of whatever kind—had been undercover so long and deep that the lines between good and evil had blurred, bled, and washed away like blood on a rain-soaked street.


Jenna didn’t need to know details to understand that Gabe and his kind were loose cannons, rogues who played by their own rules and damn the consequences, skirting around the dark fringes of international law. They were shadow warriors who played dangerous games. Instead of betting on sports or horse races, they bet on their lives. And not for one minute did Jenna believe that Jones wasn’t just a bad risk, he was the biggest single risk she had ever thought about taking.


And the real kicker? He could give a rip that she was even here.


•  •  •

It was late afternoon by the time Gabe woke up again. He was alone this time. No Juliana. No Jenna. Which was fine with him. One would mother him to death; the other would smother him with a pillow if she got the chance.


At least she would if she knew what was good for her.


Weakness slogged through his blood like hot tar. The drag on his strength pissed him off.


“Enough of this shit.”


More cautiously than on his earlier attempt, he sat up. When his head stopped spinning, he eased his legs over the side of the bed. When the room righted itself one more time he decided to chance standing. He couldn’t lie around forever.


“Fuck me,” he ground out between clenched teeth when he tested his bandaged leg and felt the burn clean to the bone.


Mad as hell, he sat back down, ignored the throbbing in his head, and worked on a plan of action.


If he asked for crutches, Juliana would just smile and say, “Maybe tomorrow. We’ll see.”


Been here. Done this.


He dragged a hand over his hair, stopped to explore the bump on his head. Winced, cursed again. Then his stomach growled.
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