
[image: Last Man Standing, by Cindy Gerard.]


New York Times and USA Today 
bestselling author
CINDY GERARD
and the scorching hunks of BLACK OPS, INC. 
are on fire!

“I’m hooked on Gerard’s tough-talkin’, straight-shootin’ characters. Her story is exciting, taut, sexy, and just plain fun to read.”

—New York Times bestseller Sandra Brown on Dying to Score

“Gerard’s deadly series kicks romantic adventure into high gear.”

—Allison Brennan, New York Times bestselling author

“A great writer . . . head and shoulders above most.”

—Robert Browne, author of The Paradise Prophecy

“Gerard artfully reveals the secret previously known only to wives, girlfriends, and lovers of our military special-operations warriors: these men are as wildly passionate and loving as they are watchful and stealthy. Her stories are richly colored and textured, drawing you in from page one, and not simply behind the scenes of warrior life, but into its very heart and soul.”

—William Dean A. Garner, former U.S. Army Airborne Ranger and Corporate Mercenary and New York Times bestselling ghostwriter and editor

With each new book in the series 
“Gerard just keeps getting better and better”
—Romance Junkies

WITH NO REMORSE

“An edgy, sexy thrill ride you won’t want to miss.”

—Christine Feehan, #1 New York Times bestselling author

RISK NO SECRETS

“Gerard dishes thrills, heartbreak, and sizzling love scenes in rapid-fire succession. . . . Brace [yourself] for a hot, winding ride and a glorious ending.”

—Winter Haven News Chief  (FL)

“Swift-moving, sizzling, romantic suspense [that] will steal your breath away.”

—SingleTitles

“An explosive, sexy, wonderful read from beginning to end!”

—Kwips and Kritiques

“Keeps you on the edge of your seat . . . one of the best in the business.”

—A Romance Review

FEEL THE HEAT

“Edge-of-your-seat perfection!”

—RT Book Reviews, Top Pick!

“A tightly knit plot, heart-stopping action scenes, and smoldering hot chemistry . . . Fans of romantic suspense can’t go wrong when they pick up a book by Cindy Gerard.”

—Romance Junkies

“Exciting, pulse-pounding adventure . . . another extraordinary book in her addicting Black Ops, Inc. series. This story is sizzling hot so handle with care!”

—Fallen Angel Reviews

WHISPER NO LIES

“An incredible love story . . . hot, sexy, tender, it will steal your breath.”

—Her Voice Magazine  (Winter Haven, FL)

“Excellent stuff!”

— RT Book Reviews

“Heart-stopping, electrifying.”

—Fresh Fiction

TAKE NO PRISONERS

“A fast-paced tale of romance amid flying bullets.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Keeps the danger quotient high and the revenge motivations boiling . . . This author has truly found her niche!”

—RT Book Reviews

“A spicy, stirring romance . . . I found myself racing through the pages, nearly as captivated by the action-packed story as I was by the sizzling romance.”

—Library Journal

SHOW NO MERCY

“Clever. . . . Action-packed from beginning to end!”

—RT Book Reviews 

“Fast-paced, dangerous, and sexy.”

—Fresh Fiction

“Cindy Gerard’s roller-coaster ride of action and passion grabs you from page one.”

—Karen Rose, New York Times  bestselling author



Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.




[image: Last Man Standing, by Cindy Gerard. Pocket.]


The characters in my novels are fictitious; however, each and every one has been inspired by my admiration, pride, and gratitude for the men and women who serve in the United States military. This book, in particular, is dedicated to the fallen and those left behind.

“Life is eternal, and love is immortal,

 and death is only a horizon;
and a horizon is nothing save the limit of our sight.”

—Rossiter Worthington Raymond



Acknowledgments

I have so many people to thank at Pocket Books for supporting and publishing this series so enthusiastically. My brilliant publisher, Louise Burke; my insightful editor, Micki Nuding; the amazing publicity department headed by Jean Ann Rose and assisted by Ayelet Gruenspecht; and the creative genius of the art department, specifically Lisa Litwack. Thank you and everyone else behind-the-scenes for working so hard on my behalf.


If a man does his best, what else is there?

—George S. Patton



Prologue

[image: image]

Freetown, Sierra Leone

Joe Green was as good as dead. He’d known it the moment he’d started digging for answers to questions no one wanted asked.

What he hadn’t known was the havoc his hunt would create.

What he hadn’t wanted was for the priest to die.

“No, man. Oh no, man. You—”

“Quiet,” Joe snapped when Suah’s whisper echoed through the cavernous nave of the Sacred Heart Cathedral.

The teenage boy at his side was frozen in shock. On the cold stone floor blood pooled beneath the holy man’s head, crept around the base of the chancel rail, then spilled down the step to the altar.

Joe dropped to a knee and pressed his fingers to the cleric’s neck. No pulse. And no life in the eyes that stared blankly at the stained glass windows.

He swallowed heavily.

“Is he—?”

“Yeah. He’s dead.”

Regret, self-disgust, and defeat pounded through his veins, a reminder that what he had started would come to no good end.

No good end? Jesus. The priest was dead. Ends didn’t come much worse than this.

He glanced up, beyond gold candlesticks on the high altar, above yards of maroon velvet cascading from an alcove that hosted a life-size statue of a benevolent Christ. Pale candlelight flickered eerily through the church, casting his and Suah’s shadows in tall, wavy relief along the far wall, like ghosts already here to claim the priest’s soul.

He lowered his head into his hand. God help him . . . what had he done?

The thick wooden doors at the front of the cathedral swung open with a heavy, echoing thud. Joe whipped his head around to see several police officers storm into the nave; Freetown’s bastion of corrupt law enforcement had arrived in force. No hope of a quick search of the cleric’s body now.

“Hide before they spot you,” he whispered urgently to Suah, who stood, petrified in shock. “Hurry! Duck under the high altar.”

He shot to his feet and gave the boy a shove as the gunmen raced down the center aisle between the worn wooden pews. Satisfied that the kid was well hidden beneath the draping cloth, he made sure the men got a glimpse of him, then sprinted for the sacristy, leading them away from Suah.

He got as far as the epistle door and swung it open. The rattle of rifles being shouldered and the snick-click  of a dozen safeties switching to off position greeted him. The beams of as many flashlights blinded him.

He was surrounded.

“Hands in the air,” a voice shouted from behind him.

Slowly, he did as he was told. Slower still, he turned around and stared into the dark, angry faces of the men who had passed the priest’s body to get to him.

Without warning, the butt end of an assault rifle swung around hard and slammed into his temple.

He fell to all fours, fighting the screaming pain and the hard pull of unconsciousness. Yeah, he thought again, just before darkness sucked him under, he was as good as dead.
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One week earlier
Fort Meade, Maryland

The last thing Stephanie Tompkins needed was for him to show up again. Joe knew that. Yet here he was, drawn like a storm-battered ship to the welcoming waters of a calm home port.

Jesus, it was so not fair to her. But he didn’t have it in him to leave without seeing her one last time. Possibly the very last time, if this solo mission ended the way he suspected it would.

He walked slowly along the dimly lit hallway, then stopped in front of her apartment door. All of his life, he’d stood for right. Stood against wrong. Yet the choice he’d made to see this thing through blurred the lines so badly, it was hard to say where one ended and the other began.

For the first time in his life, he was scared. Not of the fight; he was scared that Stephanie was right. That he was losing himself in his need to settle a score. And he was scared spitless of losing her.

Lot of losing going on, he thought grimly. No matter how he sliced it.

It wasn’t like he had any real options.

Swallowing the rock of guilt lodged in his throat, he stared down at his boots, trying to screw up some courage. The melting snow that clung to his soles had left slushy tracks on the tiled third-floor hallway. Like he was going to leave tracks all over her heart.

He checked his watch, stalling. It was going on midnight. She’d be asleep. And he was going to wake her up to tell her something that was going to kill her. Hell, just thinking about it was killing him. But he couldn’t check out on her without saying good-bye. And lie through his teeth while he did it.

His hand was cold when he finally lifted it and, after a heart-thumping hesitation, gave the door a soft rap. Maybe she wasn’t home. Maybe she’d gone to her parents’ in Virginia for the weekend, and would escape dealing with the shitstorm he was about to dump on her. Maybe he should turn the hell around and be gone.

Too late. He heard the soft whisper of footsteps inside the apartment, then the tentative turn of the doorknob before she slowly opened up as far as the safety chain allowed, and peered into the hall.

“Hi,” he said with a clipped nod when he met the surprise in her soft brown eyes.

Everything about Steph was soft. Her lush, curvy body. Her generous smile. Her gentle nature that made a hard man like him want to play white knight and save her from the dragons that could hurt her.

But tonight he was going to be the dragon. A fire-breathing, breath-stealing, soul-defeating dragon. And he was going to hurt her bad.

If Bryan was alive, he’d damn sure kick Joe’s sorry ass from here to the next zip code. Her brother wouldn’t let him within shouting distance of his kid sister.

But Bry wasn’t here. A lump welled up in his throat. Even fifteen years later, Bry’s death was the reason Joe didn’t sleep most nights. It was also the reason he had to let Stephanie go.

“Joe.” Equal measures of relief, happiness, and concern colored her tone. “Hold on.”

She shut the door, unhooked the chain, then swung it open again.

Her long sable hair was bed-mussed and tumbling around her shoulders. She’d hastily wrapped up in a short robe. Folds of the pale blue silk gaped open, exposing warm, sleep-flushed skin and the generous curve of a breast. She was gorgeous, sexy, spell-binding. Yet as beautiful as she was, it was her eyes that always got to him. Those soulful, deep brown eyes were like windows to her heart.

So many emotions. So little guile. And no defense at all against the onslaught of pain he was about to level.

“Come in.” She stood back, opening the door wider so he could step inside. “It’s freezing out there.”

Another woman would have laid into him. Another woman would have slapped him hard, demanded to know where the hell he’d been for the past four weeks, then called him every name in the book before slamming the door in his face.

But she wasn’t another woman. She was Steph. Giving. Forgiving. Vulnerable.

“You’ve got  to be freezing.” She turned on bare feet and headed for the kitchen. “I’ll make coffee.”

“Don’t,” he said with a stiffness in his voice that stopped her cold.

She didn’t turn around. He knew that despite the brave front she was putting up, she was suddenly on the verge of losing it.

Why not? A man who loved a woman didn’t treat her the way he’d treated Steph the past month—he didn’t clam up, didn’t not call, didn’t refuse to explain himself. And he didn’t show up unannounced in the middle of the fucking night and expect coffee before he sliced open a vein.

She just stood there, her silence and the rigid set of her shoulders giving away how uncertain she was, and he almost lost it himself.

“You don’t have to make coffee for me,” he said inanely.

Her shoulders sagged; her chin dropped to her chest.

Aw, hell. 

In two steps, he came up behind her and pulled her back against him, wrapped one arm around her waist and another around her chest. With his forearm sandwiched between her breasts, he caressed her throat and tipped her head back beneath his jaw.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered, lowering his lips to her hair. “Steph . . . I’m . . .” Hell.

She turned, lifted her arms around his neck, and with a desperation as sharp as the hurt in her eyes, drew his head down to hers.

“Don’t talk,” she murmured against his mouth. “I’ve missed you. I’ve been so scared.”

He tasted the salt of her tears on her lips, and it was all over for him. He had no defense against this. No resistance.

The instant the heat of her body moved into his he reacted, like he always did when surrounded by the feel and taste of her. She was the woman he’d been waiting for his entire life, and it had been too damn long since he’d held her.

His mouth covered hers and he took what he’d been missing, but had no right to claim anymore.

“Joe,” she whispered. No censure. Only giving. Only love, as he scooped her up and carried her into her bedroom, where soft lamplight cast the room in a pale glow.

Consumed in the moment, he kissed her deeply, then laid her on the bed that still held her lingering scent and warmth. Then he swiftly began shucking his clothes.

Her gaze followed every move and sent his pulse slamming as he tossed his jacket on the floor, then whipped his black sweater over his head and reached for the snap on his jeans.

Hunger flamed in her eyes as he stripped off his boots and pants and finally, naked, sank a knee onto the mattress beside her hip.

“I’ve missed you,” she whispered again, her fingers skimming slowly up his thigh, then circling over his hip before trailing across the tightly clenched muscles of his belly.

“Missed you,” she repeated on a throaty breath, and finally brushed her fingertips along the throbbing length of his erection.

His breath caught on a groan. “Steph . . .”

“Shh . . . let me.”

He tunneled his fingers through her hair, urging her closer.

Her gaze locked on his, she sat up. Her robe slid off one shoulder to reveal the creamy round of a bare breast as she slowly, and with great attention, pressed her mouth to all the places her fingers had been, trailing fire in her wake.

He was one live electric nerve, one raging sexual urge, when she finally caressed the most sensitive part of him with a slow stroke of her tongue . . . and damn near blinded him with her passion.

He sucked in a harsh breath, let his head fall back, and knotted his hands tighter in her hair losing himself in the sweet, wet suction of her mouth.

It was always this way with her. She drove him out of his mind with the selflessness of her giving. Humbled and thrilled him with the passion of her sighs and urgency of her touch, until mindless pleasure gradually transitioned to the dawning realization that her fervor had changed to desperation. That her desire had become a plea.

Don’t leave me. Please, don’t leave me.

It was clear that she knew he’d come to say good-bye. With every kiss, every wild and reckless touch, she told him she knew, and she was begging him not to go, bargaining with him to stay.

“Steph,” he whispered, stilling her. He couldn’t let her do this. “Steph, don’t.”

He tilted her head back and saw the tears trailing down her face, her beautiful eyes so full of pain.

And he hated himself then; hated that he’d made her beg. He was so far from worth it.

“I’m sorry.” He gently laid her down, then settled her with a brush of his fingers across her cheek.

“Don’t.” She caught his face in her hands, dragged his mouth down to hers. “Don’t talk. Just love me. Please . . . just love me now.”

A better man would have resisted. A better man would have done the right thing.

But he’d stopped being a better man when he’d chosen the course that was going to take him away from her and could destroy everything he’d ever stood for.

Helpless to fight her, he lowered his body over hers and captured her mouth. And when she wrapped her ankles around his hips and opened herself for him, he drove deep. And kept on driving urgently inside her, indulging one last time in the one good thing he’d ever had going for him.
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Stephanie lay back on the bed, focused on the man who stood naked and brooding across the room. His back was to her; his palms were braced above his head on the window frame as he stared silently into the wintery night.

Snow drifted past her third floor window in pristine, fluffy flakes. If she’d been in a daydreaming mood, she might have dwelled on the memory of a cherished snow globe she’d loved as a child. But tonight wasn’t about woolgathering. Tonight . . . frankly, she wasn’t sure she wanted to know what tonight was about. For the moment, she was just relieved that Joe was here.

Seeing him so troubled was haunting. Like the tattoo running down the length of his bare back was haunting. The intricate serpentine design, set against his large, muscular frame, never failed to move her, as did the sheer size and brute strength of him that so contrasted with his innate gentleness.

She studied the ink work that was as complex as the man. It began at the nape of his neck and trailed down his spine, ending a few inches below the point where it would have disappeared beneath the waistband of his jeans.

Cobalt blue and scarlet red, powder white and rusty gold, it twisted like an unfurling ribbon down the ridge of his backbone, forming an abstract banner of red, white, and blue, braided with a gold cord imprinted with the names of his fallen brothers-in-arms and the dates they had died.

Her brother’s name was among them.

She knew that Joe still mourned her brother’s death as gravely as he had the day Bryan had fallen in combat. Was Bry’s death working on him again tonight? Or was it more than that? A man didn’t do what he did for a living and not live with a host of ghosts haunting him.

“Joe?” She needed him close to her. And he needed her.

He turned slowly to face her. The hard cut of his jaw was cast in dark shadows, his high cheekbones and brow thrown into stark relief. He wanted to resist her—that was apparent in the tight clench of his jaw and the thin line of his lips.

She wasn’t having any of it. There was too much pain, too much conflict in his eyes. It broke her heart.

She patted the sheets beside her. “Come back to bed.” Where she could hold him. Where she could feel the hard, warm strength of him and fool herself into believing that if she tried hard enough, if she loved deeply enough, he would find some peace in her arms.

“Please,” she whispered, feeling a small measure of relief when he finally walked across the room and lay back down beside her.

“Your feet are cold,” she murmured as she snuggled up naked beside him, never more aware of the softness of her body than when aligned with the steely strength of his. She was totally at a loss for what to say to ease the tension strung so tightly between them.

“You should be asleep,” he said gruffly.

She laid her head on his shoulder and after a moment of hesitation, he folded her against his side. This was the man she loved; the man she missed. Caring, loving, tender.

“Mean” Joe Green. She smiled every time she thought about the nickname his teammates at Black Ops, Inc. had given him. On a mission, in combat, she had no doubt he was a fierce and ruthless warrior.

But when she was in his arms, a more gentle man did not exist.

He was a quiet man, and she had grown comfortable with it. But tonight, his silence was far from easy.

She hadn’t wanted to talk before; she’d been too desperate with wanting him. But now she had to take that plunge. She had to know what was going on. Even before he’d disappeared four weeks ago, he’d grown emotionally distant.

She’d like to think he’d come back because he couldn’t stay away. But the vibe she was getting—the edginess, the restlessness, the way he looked away rather than at her—told another story. One that terrified her.

She raised up on an elbow. His soft hazel green eyes were more of a smoky gray in the dim light. “Please tell me what’s working on you.”

She felt that emotional distance between them grow to a chasm when he lifted his arm from around her and crossed his hands behind his head.

He stared at the ceiling. She stared at his face. His captivating and intriguing face. The strong, prominent nose. The clean-shaven jaw. The deeply set, mysterious eyes.

She loved looking at him. She loved everything about him, right down to the sandy brown hair that he kept cut military short, and his quiet confidence that always made her feel comfortable and safe. She’d told him so in one of their very first conservations.

“You’re very comfortable to be around, Joe Green.”

He shot her a doubtful look.

“Okay, maybe comfortable isn’t quite the word. I feel safe around you.”

He gave her a rare smile. “That’s funny. Usually I make people nervous.”

“Ah. The Mean Joe Green persona.”

“That would be it.”

“And you perpetuate it.”

He lifted a shoulder. “I don’t have to. This face doesn’t exactly say ‘nice puppy dog.’”

She smiled. “No, I don’t think puppy dog. Should I?”

“Rottweiler, maybe.” He smiled again and she’d been thoroughly charmed.

“Is that what you want people to see?”

“Most of the time, I guess I do. And most people don’t bother to look further.”

“Well, I’m not most people.”

The whine of a distant siren jarred her back to the present.

It seemed like a lifetime ago that she’d first met him. That she’d gotten to know him as well as he’d let her. A lifetime since she’d discovered that she loved him—though it hadn’t even been two years.

She watched the pulse beat in a strong, steady rhythm along his throat.

Could she have been wrong? Was the love only on her side?

No. He loved her. She hadn’t doubted it since the first night they’d spent together. But something was gravely wrong.

It was his last mission, she was certain. Something had happened on the operation that had unexpectedly taken the Black Ops, Inc. team back to Sierra Leone last month.

Sierra Leone—the words had become synonymous with pain. Bryan had died there in an ambush by a squad of Revolutionary United Front soldiers, whose reign of terror had decimated the people of Sierra Leone for almost a decade.

Like Bry’s death had decimated her family.

She understood that Joe felt responsible. All of the guys felt some responsibility, but Joe seemed to carry the load even more heavily than the others.

Back then they’d all been U.S. military, pulled off their Special Ops teams to form a multi-branch unit. Bry, Gabe Jones, and Sam Lang had come from their Army Delta squads, Rafe Mendoza from his Ranger battalion. Luke Colter had been imported from his Navy SEAL team, Johnny Reed from his Force Recon Marine unit, and Wyatt Savage and Joe from their CIA posts. Together they’d become Task Force Mercy, an elite, top-secret, handpicked unit of fighting men under the direct command of the president and the Joint Chiefs. Their mission had been to carry out covert operations in third world hot spots under the leadership of Captain Nathan Black, U.S. Marine Corps.

Bry had been so proud to be part of the unit, and he’d written about the others in his letters home. She hadn’t met them but discovered why they were so special when they’d gathered in Virginia to pay their respects to her and her parents at Bry’s memorial service.

They’d been more than teammates then. And they were now more than Black Ops, Inc., a private and highly covert paramilitary organization based out of Buenos Aires, Argentina, once again under Nate Black’s leadership.

They were brothers. Like Bry had been their brother.

She sighed heavily and laid her hand on Joe’s chest. “Please  talk to me.”

He’d only opened up to her once before, giving her a glimpse of the horrors that lived in his memories. Everything in her told her that Bryan’s death was still at the root of his struggle, but he had to be the one to expose that wound, not her. “Tell me what’s wrong, Joe.”

He remained silent for another moment.

“This isn’t working for me anymore,” he said without looking at her.

For several heartbeats, she just stared. She couldn’t have heard him right. But his silence said she had. And her brain finally accepted.

Her fingers felt numb. Her head felt like a balloon—light, unstable, and floaty.

“Wh-what isn’t working?” She wasn’t certain how she managed to form the words, let alone string them together into a coherent question.

The muscles in his jaw clenched. “This. You. Me. Us,” he said with a weary finality that sent the blood rushing from her head and stole her remaining powers of speech.

“I thought I could make it work,” he continued, still avoiding her eyes. “I care about you, Steph, but I just can’t do this commitment thing.”

“Is there someone else?” she finally managed around the knot of shock lodged in her throat.

“No,” he said quickly. “Jesus, no. I’d never do that to you.”

“Then what?” She felt physically ill. “What does that mean, you can’t do the commitment thing? And when have I ever asked you to commit?”

She understood that in his line of work, it was difficult to plan a future since tomorrow was always an iffy proposition. She knew that they had miles to go before he gave her access to all the life experiences that had shaped him, that still haunted him, that had made him the man he was today. But she’d been willing to wait, certain they were on the same wavelength. Certain that the natural progression of their relationship would involve a commitment to each other someday.

It was hard to think above the rush of blood pounding in her ears. “I’ve never pressured you, Joe. Never.”

She heard the desperation in her voice. Hated herself for it, but he was ripping her heart out.

“But it’s what you want, right? A commitment? You think I don’t know it’s what you deserve?” He scrubbed a hand over his face, looking as miserable as she felt. “That’s not going to happen with me. I’m not cut out for long term. I thought I could do it. I wanted to. But I can’t.”

He rose swiftly from the bed, then bent down and snagged his clothes from the floor.

“Look. I shouldn’t have come here. I’m sorry.” He stepped into his pants, jerked his sweater over his head, then shoved his feet into his boots. “I never meant to hurt you.”

He grabbed his jacket and headed for the door.

“Wait!” She grabbed the sheet and covered her breasts. “You drop a bomb like that, and then just leave? Can’t we at least talk about it?”

He didn’t turn around. “There’s nothing to talk about.”

Blind rage rolled over the hurt and confusion and burst out of her like gunfire. “So why did  you come here? Jesus, Joe, you could have phoned that in.”

He stopped with his hand on the doorknob. “I’m sorry,” he repeated, offering no defense.

She scrambled off the bed, ripping the sheet free and wrestling it around her body as she stormed across the room. “Sorry. I’m getting real tired of hearing that word.”

He still didn’t say anything.

“So what was this? A drive by? One last chance to get lucky?”

The guilt that flashed across his face devastated her.

“Oh, God. It was.” She pressed the heel of her hand against her forehead in disbelief. “Wow. That worked out well for you. You drop by for a late-night confession, and cash in on a booty call before you leave.”

“Christ, no,” he said, sounding wretched.

Something in his eyes—more than regret, more than guilt—gave her a kernel of hope.

“You know what?” She touched his arm. “I don’t believe you. I don’t believe any of this. Tell me what’s really  going on—you owe me that. Look me in the eye and tell me what’s going on with you.”

He finally met her eyes. “What’s going on,” he said without an ounce of emotion in his voice, “is that I don’t love you.”

She gasped.

“Not enough,” he added apologetically. He shoved his hands into his hip pockets, tipped his head back, and stared at the ceiling. “I thought I did. I thought I could. But I don’t. I’m so—”

“Don’t!” She held up a hand. Her heart felt too big for her chest; it physically hurt to hold it inside. “Don’t you dare  say that word again.” She blinked back the tears that threatened to destroy what little pride she had left.

She’d wanted an answer? Well, she’d gotten it.

She turned away from him and stared at the rumpled bed, knowing it was still warm from their entwined bodies, knowing she’d never feel his warmth in her bed or her heart again.

I don’t love you. Not enough.

“Go, then. Just . . . go.”

Several long moments passed. She was certain he would tell her it was all a mistake, that he hadn’t meant what he’d said, that he loved her and would never leave her again.

But then the door opened behind her. An icy draft from the hallway skittered across her bare feet and wrapped around her heart.

Then the latch closed quietly behind him and he walked out of her life.
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“Steph, I think you should take a look at this.”

Stephanie looked up as Rhonda Burns squeezed into her cubicle. Like Stephanie, Rhonda was a cryptologist in NSA’s Signals Intelligence Division. Unlike Stephanie, who dressed in dark pantsuits, crisp white blouses, and sensible two-inch pumps, Rhonda pushed the limits of acceptable professional attire. Today, her anti-establishment statement consisted of a very short red skirt, very high black heels, and a very  tight, low-cut white sweater.

Despite her flamboyant style and the untold pleasure she took in her ability to turn heads with her blatant sexuality, Rhonda was a damn good cryptologist. Stephanie also considered her a good friend. And in many ways, Rhonda was her “she-ro.”

The pretty blonde added color and life to the division. Most days, she was the only bright spot on the open floor buzzing with worker drones. Rhonda was a shining beacon within the industrial gray walls and hundreds of small, sterile cubicles marching in rows beneath fluorescent lights suspended below dingy white ceiling tile.

Join NSA. Be a spy.

Be a drone, Stephanie thought sourly. It was exactly how she felt these days. And it was exactly what Rhonda fought against becoming.

“Take a look at what?” she asked without much enthusiasm.

Rhonda parked her curvy hips on the edge of Stephanie’s workstation and handed her a file folder.

“Don’t tell me.” Stephanie tossed the folder onto her desk without bothering to open it. Since it was Friday morning and almost the end of the workweek, she figured she knew what was inside. “Randolph has a project that can’t wait until Monday.”

Randolph Browne was their supervisor, who periodically took delight in messing with her life.

Of course, since Joe had left her five weeks ago, she didn’t have a life outside work anyway. Her choice. And right now, it suited her fine.

She supposed she should be angry, and should probably hate him. At the very least, she should feel vindictive. But she wasn’t made that way. Mostly, she just felt sad. And foolish.

“Steph?”

She shook herself away from thoughts of Joe and glanced at Rhonda. Her soft blue eyes were pinched with concern; Rhonda knew exactly where her mind had wandered. Not much got by her.

“It’s not a project.” Rhonda laid a hand on her arm. “It’s something that came across the wire a while back. I didn’t connect it. Kind of forgot about it until I was cleaning up loose ends this morning.”

“Connect what?”

Rhonda notched her chin toward the folder. “Just check it out, okay?”

Stephanie watched Rhonda walk away, then frowned at the folder. Her disenchantment with life overrode what little curiosity Rhonda had managed to pique.

Would it always be this way? she wondered, glancing at the clock sharing a shelf with a photo of her parents. It was only nine a.m. and it felt like she’d been here all day. Another day without Joe.

Would she always measure time in terms of before Joe and after Joe? God, she hoped not, because after Joe sucked.

I don’t love you. Not enough.

Okay, he wanted out of her life. Fine. But no one at BOI had heard from him, either. And that, she did not understand. The guys at Black Ops, Inc. were his brothers. Why would he walk out on them?

“Not your problem,” she muttered under her breath.

If a black ops warrior decided he wanted to disappear, he disappeared. And if that warrior was Joe Green, there wasn’t an army on earth—or an NSA spy—who could find him.

She had just enough pride left that she hadn’t tried.

She was thankful that her career demanded her undivided attention. Day after day, her time was filled sifting through encrypted cyber chatter, searching for certain patterns, phrases, repeated terminology, anything out of the norm or simply out of place. She finessed the software, compiled her reports, and stayed focused and vigilant in her search for some tidbit of information that could reveal a threat to national security.

It was all about the bigger picture. The little picture—her life—had faded to dismal shades of gray.

God, she was pathetic.

She glanced toward her lucky talisman, on the corner of her desk. She rarely took out the ring Bry had given her one Christmas. The “magic decoder” ring had represented such promise for a nine year old who’d dreamed of an exciting and dangerous future as a spy.

Well, she was a spy. A spy who sat at a desk, before a computer screen, performing complex, time-intensive work, trying not to bemoan the fact that she wasn’t the James Bond–style spy of her childhood fantasies.

Just like she tried not to mourn the fact that Joe Green had charged into her life two years ago, taken her away from her mundane existence, and made her a believer in white knights, spy thrillers, and happily-ever-afters.

Would you just get over it?

Finally, more out of duty than curiosity, she picked up Rhonda’s mysterious folder.

When she pulled out the photograph paper-clipped to the inside flap, her heart stopped. So did her breath.

The low drone of chatter from neighboring cubicles, the hum of hundreds of CPUs, and even time and place faded as her entire world shrank to the size of an 8 x 11 inch sheet of paper.

A photograph of Joe.

A wave of dizziness hit her. She gripped the edge of her desk to steady herself, then stared hard at the picture.

The photo was black and white, and grainy, and of horrible quality, but she had no doubt that it was Joe—head down, his arms cuffed behind his back, blood trailing down his temple.

She squinted harder, horrified. He was surrounded by armed guards carrying assault rifles who appeared to be leading him into a government building. An angry mob had closed in around him.

The photograph was from a newspaper article dated . . . oh, my God . . . almost a month ago. The print was so small she couldn’t read it clearly. Without tearing her gaze away from the picture, she felt around inside her top desk drawer for her magnifying loupe.

When she finally found the loupe, her hand shook so hard she had to force herself to breathe deep for calm as she positioned the glass over the newsprint text.

When she managed to make out the caption, the magnifying glass fell from her suddenly numb hand.

Freetown, Sierra Leone . . . unidentified man arrested in the brutal slaying of revered Sacred Heart priest . . .

“It’s some horrible mistake,” Stephanie told Raphael Mendoza when she reached him at Black Ops, Inc. headquarters in Buenos Aires. She’d pleaded sick, clocked out of work, and headed for her apartment as soon as she’d seen the picture. She’d had to talk to Rafe, and she wanted to be as far away from prying eyes and ears as possible. “Joe couldn’t have killed that priest.”

“Of course he didn’t kill him,” Raphael replied after she’d filled him in on the little that she knew. “You’re certain it’s him in the photo?”

“It’s him. You’ll see for yourself. I scanned the article and e-mailed it. It should pop up in your in-box any second.”

She paced back and forth across her living room, holding her cell to her ear and staring at the photograph. She kept telling herself that she shouldn’t care what happened to Joe. But she did. She cared too damn much.

As she’d raced across town to get home, searching her memory for something to make sense of this, she’d snagged on one haunting midnight conversation.

She’d awakened in bed one cold, rainy night several months ago. Joe had been lying in the dark, staring at the ceiling. He was wet with sweat and she immediately knew he’d had another nightmare.

She’d touched a hand to his face and felt the track of a tear trailing down his cheek.

Devastated by his pain, she’d wrapped him in her arms and begged him to tell her what was haunting him.

She hadn’t expected him to answer her. But instead of telling her it was nothing like all the other times, he’d started talking. And what he’d said still chilled her.

“Some never see it coming.” His tone lacked emotion, but the heart that beat heavily beneath her hand told her he was anything but detached. “Some look me right in the eye and I can tell. They know I’m the last thing they’re ever going to see. Not their wife. Not their mother. Not their kid. Me.

“Now I see them. In the dark. In the night . . .”

“Hold on,” Rafe said, bringing her back to the moment. She heard a keyboard clicking in the background. “I think it just arrived.”

She sank down on the sofa and waited for Rafe to open the message with the attached photo. She could picture Rafe’s darkly handsome face pinched with concern when he cursed softly.

And when he gravely muttered, “Jesus. What the hell has he gotten himself into?” Stephanie knew that he was just as frightened for Joe as she was.

“When can the team get over there?” she asked, hearing the panic in her own voice.

The heavy silence on his end sent a wave of apprehension through her.

“I don’t know, Steph,” Rafe said, in a tone that foretold of bad news. “Right now, we can’t do a damn thing.”

It took her a moment to find her voice. “Because he left the team?”

“Hell, no. And he didn’t leave the team. He . . . damn. I don’t know what’s been eating him, but he needed a time-out. So Nate told him to take it; get whatever was working at him out of his system.”

So she wasn’t the only one who had sensed a change in him.

“Did you know he was going to Sierra Leone?”

“No.” The single word relayed Rafe’s confusion and concern. “And it doesn’t make any sense that he’d go back there. Unless . . .”

“Unless this has something to do with Bryan,” she concluded. “Someone needs to help him, Rafe.”

“And we would if we could. But the guys are deployed. Even Nate is in on this op. B.J. and I are the only ones manning the fort.”

“Then contact them.” Fueled by nervous energy, she paced to the window. Taking care of each other always came first. “Let them know Joe’s in trouble.”

“Not that simple. They’re total blackout status, cara.”

“Blackout?”

“They’re so deep undercover even I don’t know where they are. They’ve been off the grid for seven days now. Could be another seven, maybe more before they surface.”

“But you can still contact them, right? You always  have a way to contact them.” She knew she was starting to sound frantic.

“Not this time. This op is strictly ‘no commo,’” he said wearily, and her heart dropped. “Fact is, I have no way of reaching them. Even if I did, I wouldn’t. The wrong person monitors a satellite up-link, gets a lock on their position, and the guys are as good as dead.”

She stared blindly outside. “Just like Joe is as good as dead if someone doesn’t help him.”

“Steph, I’d be there yesterday if I could.” The frustration in his voice matched hers. “You know I would.”

Yes, she knew. Rafe was recovering from a severe bout of malaria that had hospitalized him for almost two weeks. He’d just been released yesterday. Stephanie knew this because she’d talked to his wife and BOI teammate, B.J. Chase-Mendoza, in what had become a series of weekly phone calls that B.J. had initiated shortly after Joe disappeared. The usually hard-boiled B.J., whose baby was due any day now, had surprised Stephanie with her empathy and support.

“What about Ann? Can your mother intervene? Pull some strings?” Rafe asked, searching for another solution. “Maybe put a little pressure on the U.S. embassy to get someone over there to check on him?”

“The U.S. embassy isn’t an option. The article doesn’t refer to him by name or claim that he’s a U.S. citizen. They called him an ‘unnamed’ assassin. It’s pretty clear that they don’t want to link him to the United States and unleash a media storm.

“Besides,” she went on, her feeling of helplessness growing, “I can’t ask Mom or Dad for help. Not until I know all the facts.”

She’d been tempted to call her mother but until she could figure out exactly what was going on, she didn’t dare involve either of her parents. Both were high-profile figures in Washington, her mother in particular. Ann Tompkins held a power position with the Department of Justice.

“I doubt I can reach them anyway,” she added. “They left yesterday on vacation, somewhere in northern Minnesota. According to Dad, it’s so remote up there that cell service is spotty at best.”

Her dad had been as excited as a kid. Her mom hadn’t been quite as pumped about getting away from it all in the wilderness, their first vacation in years.

“The cabin is something out of Log Home Digest,” her dad had said, showing her a picture of the isolated, beautiful cabin nestled on the shore of Lake Kabetogama, Minnesota, a place her father had fallen in love with as a child.

“It’s a winter wonderland, Steph,” he’d gone on, his excitement clear. “We’re going to snowmobile, cross-country ski, sit by the fire, and get romantic.” He’d winked at her mother, who had rolled her eyes but looked exceedingly happy.

So, no, for many reasons, her parents couldn’t help. Which left, what? What were Joe’s options?

There were none, she realized, feeling heartsick.

“Okay, look,” Rafe said, interrupting her grim thoughts. “We wait it out, okay? Joe’s resourceful. He’s tough. He can take care of himself for a while.”

“Rafe, it’s already been a month.”

“In a week, maybe ten days tops,” he continued, attempting to instill calm confidence, “the guys will be back. And if they’re not, then screw doctor’s orders. I’ll go after him.”

“No, you won’t,” she said on a heavy sigh. He was still too ill. And there were B.J. and the baby to consider.

He must have heard something in her voice—something that even she hadn’t realized she was contemplating. “Stephanie. What are you thinking?”

She didn’t answer.

“Listen to me. Do not do anything foolish, okay? I repeat, Joe knows how to take care of himself. Let him do it. Just wait for the team.”

“I guess I don’t have much choice, do I?” She walked over to her desk, where she opened up her laptop and logged on to Expedia.

“Steph, you still with me?”

Heart beating wildly, she typed in a request for flight information to Freetown.

This was crazy. She was insane for even thinking about flying over there.

“Stephanie?”

“Yeah, I’m here,” she said, distractedly.

“Please tell me you’re not thinking about doing anything stupid.”
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