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Agent Andre Lòpez

In the depths of destruction, there is no moral right or wrong. It doesn't exist.

You seek to kill.

You act to survive.

You don't pause to figure out how to do less damage in order to rebuild.

When it's over, you finally breathe.

The consequences of those decisions are sometimes hidden, easy to forget. Then there are the ones you can't escape. They're right in front of you, and you're cornered. You have to pick one road or another.

No one told me beauty would be possible in the chaos. That an angel could be surrounded by sin. That the hierarchy I follow, which always made sense in the past, would no longer be worthy of my trust.

My job was simple—don't ask questions and follow orders.

For over twenty years, that's exactly what I did.

Then I rescued her. A treasure of war so valuable, her future didn't matter—at least not to the powers that be. They wanted me to deliver her to use her as a negotiation tool in their invisible battle for power. I didn't know that when I risked my life to remove her from her prison.

The moment I saw her picture, something happened to me. There was a stirring, an unveiling, an ache...it was all for her. And then I met her.

When I arrived back at camp, the intentions of my leaders became clear. I didn't save her from hell. I only rotated it in a different direction.

There are forty-eight hours until her transfer. This fork in my road will make me a traitor or a so-called hero. The last twenty-seven years of my career will be celebrated or spit on by everyone I have ever worked with or known.

But you have to look in the mirror and then close your eyes at night. It's not possible to lie to yourself about the decisions you've made.

My visions are clear. They're of her and the life she deserves to have, not the one greedy, vile men are planning for her.
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Naomi Salazar

"These are serious accusations." My boss, Ezra Martinez, sits across from me and continues to read the notes I have on the highest-ranking officials in Belize—Prime Minister Vasquez, Deputy Prime Minister Flowers, and every cabinet minister. For years, their campaigns have been funded by the top drug lord in Belize, Jonas Torres, as well as other drug cartel leaders around the world. Another top drug lord funneling money to these officials in Belize is Santiago Gómez who runs the Colombian cartel and is in a heated war with Torres for territory.

"You mean facts. All my findings over the last two and a half years have been backed up by several different sources. All credible and verifiable."

Ezra removes his glasses, pinching his nose. "You can't run this."

The hairs on my arms stand up. "Why would you say that? The government of Belize is corrupt. Our job is to report the truth."

"You're playing with fire and need to drop this, Naomi."

Anger creeps into my voice. I lean across the desk to tap the folder of papers I gave to Ezra. "Belizeans have a right to know. They remain in the depths of poverty and crime because of these corrupt politicians."

He closes his eyes and sternly instructs, "Drop it, Naomi. You're not to discuss this anymore."

"They're using taxpayer money to fund the drug cartels."

Ezra raises then slams his hand on the desk. "I won't tell you again. You're to drop this. And I'm moving you off coverage of anything related to the drug war between Belize and Colombia. Until further notice, you're to handle charity events."

"What?"

"You heard me."

I leap out of my chair. "I'm an investigative journalist."

"You aren't anymore. Now get out of here."

"Ezra!"

He points at me. "Stop sticking your nose where it doesn't belong, Naomi. You're going to end up dead."

My heart pounds into my chest cavity. "Why would you..."

He crosses his arms over his chest.

"Have they bought you, too?"

Red creeps up his neck and fills his cheeks. His eyes turn to slits. "Excuse me?"

What am I saying? Ezra has always been like a father to me and helped me advance my career.

His voice drops. "You better watch yourself and your accusations, Naomi."

"Ezra, please don't pull me off this," I quietly beg.

He taps his head. "Think, Naomi."

"I am thinking. The people of Belize—"

"How long do you think it'll be before they come after you?"

Time stands still as my blood runs cold. "I know it's a possibility, but we just need to do this correctly."

"There is no way to avoid them coming after you. You know how dangerous they are. And you should have told me you were working on this."

"Ezra, our people are dying. The leaders we put in power don't care about us. They are lining their pockets at the expense of Belizean lives."

His scowl falls from his face. In his fatherly manner he says, "Certain things are beyond our level of impact. This is one of them."

"That's not true," I cry out.

"It is. They'll hurt you then kill you. If they even know you're digging into their business, you're in danger."

Silence ensues, which only serves to make the thundering of my pulse roar in my ears.

He takes a few deep breaths then in a calm voice, he asks, "Naomi, who else knows about this?"

"No one," I lie to him.

He focuses on the folder then closes his eyes briefly. Sighing deeply, he turns his fear-filled eyes on me. "I hope to God you've covered your tracks."

"I have," I assure him. “But we need to run this story."

"No. You're risking death if you do this."

"I told you to run it anonymously."

His eyes widen, and he throws his hands in the air. "You don't think they will come after me to find out who you are?"

"Then put my name on it. The station can get me a bodyguard. They've done it for me and other reporters in the past."

"No. Security can't protect you from these people."

"Why not? It's no different from the prison story I uncovered."

"It is."

"Ezra, this is our job."

"Sometimes you need to look the other way, Naomi. This is one of those times."

"You don't mean that."

"I do."

This isn't the Ezra I know who seeks truth and justice for the people.

I can't believe these words are coming out of his mouth.

He scowls. "You have something else to say?"

"No." I pick up my papers, and Ezra yanks them out of my hand so fast, I get a paper cut. "Ow!"

"I said you're done."

"Those are my notes. My property."

"The station pays your check. These stay with me. I won't have your death on my hands."

"Fine." I have copies in a safety-deposit box. The only person who knows about the documents is my sister, Emilia. I instructed her to release them to the public secretly should I end up dead. But I don't want Ezra to know my secret, especially now.

I never would have expected Ezra not to bring truth to the people.

Now he's going to take my evidence and do what with it? Destroy it?

On the way out, I stop at my desk to collect my purse and laptop. It's past midnight; even the nightly news reporters have all gone home. Cubicles sit empty, and almost all the lights are off. The only other person I see is the janitor who vacuums the carpet and smiles at me as I wait for the elevator.

Another example of a hardworking person who deserves to know the truth.

The elevator opens and I step in. It's an older model and creaks all the way to the underground parking garage.

My level of disgust grows the more I rehash my conversation with Ezra.

The country of Belize will never rise out of poverty if Jonas Torres and Santiago Gómez continue to own its leaders and terrorize its citizens.

Over the last decade, Torres's drug cartel has risen in international strength. Santiago Gómez doesn't like the share of the drug market Torres has acquired, and the fight between the two cartels sheds blood almost daily.

My investigation revealed substantial amounts of money is funding political campaigns for Belizean officials from both Torres and Gómez. This information helps explain why the death rate has increased.

If the murders in Belize were only taking down drug cartel members, I wouldn't be as interested. However, every day, innocent citizens are being killed or severely harmed. Kidnappings have risen, only for maimed bodies to be found in the jungle. Shootings in the street are nothing out of the ordinary anymore. Homes get broken into at all hours of the day, the victims left bloody and bruised. Women and children aren't excluded from the crossfire, either.

Last month, the Belizean government captured Nicolas Gómez, and he's been sitting in prison in a secret location since. He is Santiago's brother and most trusted man. What I haven't figured out is why the politicians who are taking his drug money allowed his incarceration.

Santiago Gómez isn't someone to piss off. It's well-known he killed his father, Alejandro, to gain control of the Colombian cartel. He's ruthless, stopping at nothing to dominate everyone and everything around him.

But he's no different than Jonas Torres.

The elevator shakes, comes to a stop, and the doors slide open. I step into the dimly lit parking garage and walk toward my car with my keys in my hand.

"Naomi Salazar," says a gruff voice with a Spanish accent, sending chills down my spine. He could be from Belize, as some people don’t speak English even though it’s our native tongue, but my gut says he isn’t.

I click the lock to my car as I turn my head toward the voice but increase my pace.

There are two men I've never seen before, emerging from the shadows. Both have thick facial hair, dark eyes, and sun-darkened skin. They are covered head to toe in black, including the gloves encasing their hands. They step closer to me as I continue making my way to my car.

My heart races, and my chest tightens. I reach for my door handle, and one of the men shoves me roughly against the car door. My body bangs hard against the metal, pain searing through my hip bones.

He pushes his body tight to mine while the leather of his glove-covered hand grips my face.

I try to scream, but my cries are muffled as I panic.

Screams won't help. No one is here.

Every ounce of energy I have I use to try to escape him, but it's pointless. Both men are double my size. They tower over my petite frame, even in my three-inch heels.

They speak in Spanish, which I'm fluent in, but I'm not familiar with their dialect. I briefly piece together the threat to stop moving or it's going to get worse.

I freeze, not sure what to do but afraid if I try to fight anymore, he won't think twice about implementing his warning.

He drags me across the parking lot to a black van. There are no windows, and he tosses me into the back. One man climbs in with me. The back doors shut, and the rumbling of the engine fills my ears.

Oh God, they are going to kill me.

Stay calm.

I need to get out of here.

In another attempt to escape, I crawl toward the door, reaching for the handle, but the man yanks me to the ground by my hair, then puts something over my face.

It's rough. My assumption is it's burlap. The formation of a thick rope tightens around my neck, and I choke.

I grasp at it, but my hands are jerked to the back of my body and tied. Next, he binds my ankles.

I lay on the cold metal. The rough terrain causes my head, and other body parts, to harshly slam so many times, the pain becomes so overwhelming I can't control my tears. I blackout several times from my head hitting the floor. I breathe stale air as I try to understand what my abductors say whenever I'm conscious.

Time moves slowly. The bumps become more frequent. I attempt to sit up, but a hand pushes me back down. Reggae music blares, but the joyful, calm singing makes me more anxious.

When the van finally stops, I'm forced out onto my feet.

There are no sounds of the city, only birds and monkeys.

I must be in the jungle.

A vehicle moves closer, the sound of wheels skidding on dirt breaks up the sounds of the jungle. Dirty air fills my lungs and nostrils. I cough so hard, I nearly choke.

Men's voices chaotically cheer and shout something about a hole and other things, but I can't fully put the words into a coherent statement. I shudder from fear.

Figure out how to escape.

"Move and you'll regret it," a voice threatens. The ropes are removed from my ankles, hands, and neck. Morning light glares in my eyes when the bag is tugged away from my head.

I blink several times, trying to adjust to the scene in front of me.

Lush green foliage stretches as far as I can see. Dozens of men stand with weapons. All of them wear expressions that turn my blood cold. They purposefully check me out. And the ruthlessness in their eyes makes my skin crawl.

A man steps so close to me, I can smell his breath and sweaty skin. I gag. Arrogance fills his face, but what scares me is the hatred radiating from his dark, cold eyes. Surprisingly, he is immaculately groomed. His white shirt is crisp and clean, minus the sweat stains in his armpits. His long, black hair is pulled into a ponytail, but unlike some of his men, it isn't greasy.

My insides quiver, and it takes every part of me to lock eyes with him.

He speaks in English to me, "You know who I am?"

"Y-yes. Santiago Gómez."

His face hardens more. "You interfere with my business."

I swallow hard against the knot in my throat.

"You have knowledge of your politicians accepting money from both Torres's and my cartel?"

How does he know? I've been so careful. I look away.

He jerks my chin back toward his face then screams with saliva flying out of his mouth, "Answer me."

"Yes."

He spits at my feet then spins to one of his thugs and says in Spanish, "Take her to the pit."

I'm whisked to a hole in the ground. A boy who appears to be fourteen or fifteen drops a ladder in it.

"In, now."

I don't argue. I climb down into the hole. My feet hit the ground, and the ladder rises.

For several moments, I don't move. As my eyes adjust to the darkness, I stare at the dirt wall, smelling the earth surrounding me. When I spin, I'm horrified.

The space is no bigger than a ten-foot diameter. Four women sit crouched together. Dirt and exhaustion riddle their faces. Every single woman I recognize. They are prominent throughout South America and have been missing for the last four to eighteen months.

Zoe Diego, a famous Latino pop star who went missing fourteen months ago when she was on tour in Mexico, glances at me. “Hi,” she says in English then starts softly humming one of her songs in Spanish.

Penelope Chelton, a secretary who worked for the British ambassador, went missing eighteen months ago. She sits with her back against the wall, sifting dirt between her fingers.

Julieta Macaca, a Costa Rican airline stewardess who was kidnapped four months prior, sits on the floor, hugging her knees and rocking. The last time she was seen, she flew to Venezuela and never returned. She also is bi-lingual in both English and Spanish. She glances up and mutters in English, “Welcome to the pit.”

The last woman, Vanessa Castillo, is the girlfriend to a prominent cabinet minister in Belize. She has been missing for eight months. She gives me a sympathetic look and says, "Naomi Salazar."

"Vanessa Castillo," I reply.

Vanessa kindly smiles and pats the floor next to her. "Sorry to meet under these circumstances, but have a seat. There's nothing you can do right now."

I take a few steps before sitting on the cold dirt.

"Did they hurt you?" she asks.

"Bumps and bruises. I'll be okay."

"Did they tell you why you are here?"

"I have information."

"On important, high ranking, in-the-spotlight people?"

Goose bumps break out on my skin. "Yes. How did you know?"

She points to the other women. "Join the crowd."

For hours, I rotate between sitting next to Vanessa and pacing the small area, trying to figure out how to get out of this situation. I'm talking to Vanessa when the ladder lowers into the hole.

"Naomi Salazar," a gruff voice barks.

I freeze. My gut flips and insides shake.

Vanessa puts her hand on my arm. "Go now, or it will be worse if you make them wait."

I climb up the ladder with my racing heart and am yanked over to Santiago. He holds his phone out. "You will repeat in the camera what I tell you to say."

I stay silent.

"My name is Naomi Salazar. I am an investigative journalist and have proof that the top leaders, including Prime Minister Vasquez, Deputy Prime Minister Flowers, and every cabinet minister, have accepted funds from both the Belize and Colombian drug cartels. If Nicolas Gómez is not returned to Colombia within forty-eight hours, I will release all the information I have."

My stomach twists. This is why they wanted me. I'm their leverage.

Santiago sneers in my face. "Do you understand what you are going to say?"

"I don't have any information with me," I quickly reply.

"Bring her," he shouts in my face.

Bring her?

A sick smile forms on Santiago's face.

What is happening?

He roughly grasps my chin, tilting my head toward a Jeep. The door opens. My mouth goes dry, my gut twisting so quickly, I swallow down bile as my sister, Emilia, is dragged out of the car with a burlap bag over her head.

"Leave her out of this," I demand, but Santiago's response is to slap me hard.

The sting radiates across the side of my face. I wonder if he cracked my cheekbone.

Fisting a chunk of my hair, he raises his eyebrows. "You want your sister in the hole with you, or with my men?"

"Don't touch her!" My voice shakes.

Emilia's sobs ring through the air. Santiago repositions my head toward her. They remove the bag. One of his thugs towers over her and steps in front of her, running his hands over her breasts while the other one clutches her from behind, holding her tight to his body. His face is against her cheek as he grips her chin. Tears drip down Emilia's face.

"Choose," Santiago growls.

My voice is shaky, but I demand, "Let her go. I'll do what you want."

He nods his head toward the hole. The men tug her over to it. Once her entire body is no longer visible, Santiago holds up his phone. "You get one chance."

There is no other way. I'm a pawn for him to get what he wants.

The camera is like a mirror mocking me as I stare at myself.

"Now," he barks.

"M-my name is Naomi Salazar. I am an investigative journalist and have proof that the top leaders..."
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Andre

As soon as my feet hit the ground in Belize, the helicopter takes off. I run over to the site of the makeshift control center and camp my team created in the middle of the dense jungle. Several tents are already up. Tree logs are being used for tables and chairs. A bonfire pit is dug with kindling ready to be lit. There's a river a few yards into the forest to use for bathing.

"Andre." Malin Cox pats my back. His gray eyes light up when he sees me, and a dimple appears from his grin. A drop of sweat drips from his blond hair, and he wipes at it. We were both in the Marines together and have been on too many rescue missions to count.

"What's the situation?"

"Colombian drug kingpin Santiago Gómez has a Belizean reporter hostage. Our sources tell us they also are holding her sister and several other prominent women who have been missing." Hunter Ward, another one of my former Marine buddies, runs his hand through his thick, light-brown hair. His normal twinkling brown eyes are filled with concern and his square jaw is clenched.

"What country is running point on this?" I ask.

"The U.S.," Malin responds.

My suspicions automatically rise. "Why?"

Malin shrugs. "Not sure. But not our job to question our orders.”

That's the truth.

"But how did the U.S. even know about this?"

"Once again, not our job."

He's right. Questions get people killed.

My job over the last seventeen years with Interpol has been to run point on rescue missions. I've been all over the world. When my contract was renewed last, I got full power to handpick my team. We're typically the first ones called in if it's a level ten, which means it is of the highest importance and the most dangerous.

We usually aren't privy to why a rescue is high priority. The powers that be dictate our missions. We work to keep peace internationally, not for only one country.

"Watch this." Hunter hits a button on his phone.

The most stunning woman I've ever laid eyes on stares into the screen—she has long black hair, bright-blue eyes, and the most incredible set of bee-stung lips I've ever come across. Her voice only falters once, but as she relays the message, it grows stronger and more confident.

There is fear on her face, but she's composed, almost defiant. It's something I've rarely seen with hostages and never before with a woman.

Naomi Salazar. I hit the replay button when it's finished to rewatch the video, mesmerized by her. "What else do we know?"

"We have less than twenty-four hours to move on this, or there are going to be consequences. Our sources tell us Naomi does have information on the Belizean leaders. The U.S. wants the information she dug up,” Hunter relays.

"What's the U.S. going to do with it?"

Hunter cocks his head. "Since when do you ask all these questions?"

He's right. I don't know why I'm suddenly so interested. My orders are clear. "Sorry. Anyone else here?"

"We've got our normal team of twelve. Our informant claims there are four women, plus Naomi and her sister, who are being held captive. They are hiding out in the jungle. The women are all in a man-made hole. Santiago Gómez is there as well."

"Santiago Gómez? He's here, in Belize?" It makes no sense to me why the Colombian drug lord would be in this country.

Malin cracks his knuckles. "He wants his brother back."

I scrub my face then point to the map on the table that has been created out of several pieces of tree bark. "How far out are we?"

We spend the next hour going through logistics, and I organize the rest of the crew. I've worked with these men for years, and they are all like brothers to me. Every one of them I'd die for if needed. They are the best of the best.

Kalim Voght, another buddy of mine from our Marine days, I put in charge of the perimeter team. Like every man on my team, he's a sharpshooter, but he knows how to lead and make decisions without emotions interfering. He will also take responsibility for every man under his command, just as I will.

Santiago is reported to have thirty-six men with him. All are armed with machine guns and wouldn't think twice to use them on the women they hold captive, or us.

"So, are we clear, then? Get the women and meet back here. Kill whoever gets in your way," I instruct my men, who all tell me they understand.

When it's dark, we set off. Adrenaline is coursing through my veins. The vision of my target is always in my head during these missions. But this time, it's so prominent, it's distracting. Visions of Naomi's bee-stung lips and defiant eyes haunt me, and I need to remind myself to focus, which has never happened in the past.

We travel through the jungle. About a half mile out, we pull our vehicles over. The rest of the way we troop through the woods on foot, wearing night goggles and our protective gear.

We're packing an arsenal: machine guns, handguns with silencers, and knives.

The perimeter is the first place we attack. Using our silencers, we fire off eight shots, hitting every thug directly in the head.

Thirty-six minus eight. Twenty-eight to go.

I scan the next layer of Santiago's camp and motion for my guys to follow. Unlike some of the other team leaders I know, I go first before I send my men toward the enemy. While we have the most expensive technology money can buy and the highest level of competent intel, if there are any surprises, I don't want to send my men blindly into battle. Surprises kill or injure people, and if anyone is going to get hurt, it's going to be me over my brothers.

More shots are fired, another nine of Gómez's men go down.

Nineteen bastards left.

We get to the inner part of the camp. I hold my men back to assess the scene.

Santiago sits at the campfire, smoking a cigar and drinking what I assume is alcohol. I'm tempted to shoot him, but if I pull the trigger, the other men will all start to fire, and we can't have anything go wrong. Nine men surround Santiago. Four drink with him, but the others stand guard.

Not yet. Be smart.

I know enough about Santiago Gómez and the terror he evokes in his people and those in other countries. Torture is a game for him. He has no limit to what he will do to anyone he sees as an enemy. He's the devil himself. I'm more than happy to have a bullet reserved for him.

Plus, he took her.

I don't know Naomi, but something about her makes me hate him more.

He better not have touched her.

Boiling blood, adrenaline, and abhorrence swirl in my veins as I motion for my team to continue on.

Another five men go down.

Fourteen thugs left.

We get to the spot where the hole is and take out the kid who looks as though he hasn't even hit puberty yet—the laughter of Santiago and his top men, who are around the fire, rings in the air.

Thirteen.

I give them two minutes before they realize half their men are gone.

The ladder goes into the pit. One of my men takes out another three of Santiago's crew.

Ten.

I crawl down the hole, whispering to the women to move. One by one, they creep up the ladder. My men will take them individually away from here. Fleeing in a group is more dangerous.

Naomi is on the ground. Her sister Emilia is in her lap, and Emilia's blouse is ripped open.

Fucking bastards.

What did they do to her?

Emilia is shaking and softly sobbing.

I kneel down. "Naomi, Emilia. There isn't a lot of time. We need to go now. Come on." I reach my hand out, and Emilia cowers into Naomi, as if she is a wounded animal.

I catch Naomi's eye. "We need to go now, or we'll lose our chance."

"Who are you?" she asks in perfect English but with a sexy accent. It has a thicker hint of Latin in it than her hostage video had.

"I'll tell you later. Let's go."

Her eyes bounce from Emilia to me, as if she doesn't know what to do.

I put my hand on her cheek. "Now. And we have to be quiet."

She seems to understand, and sternly says, "Emilia, no more crying. You need to stop. Let's go."

Emilia slowly leans away from Naomi's chest.

I point to the ladder. "When you get to the top, one of my guys will be there. Go with him. It'll be safe, I promise."

"Naomi—"

She puts her finger over Emilia's lips. "Do what he says. Go."

Emilia climbs up the ladder. I go first, and double check it's still safe before I help pull Naomi out of the pit.

When we get out of the hole, my guys have removed all the women. Only my soldiers who are securing the perimeter until we are all gone are still there.

We're almost back in the thick of the jungle when shouting and gunshots rumble through the air.

"Run," I tell Naomi. I take her hand to tug her into the trees and through the wooded area.

"My sister," she yells through more gunfire.

"She's ahead of us."

Naomi is in high heels and a pencil skirt, which restricts her movement and slows her down. So I pick her up and run, carrying her until we get to the vehicles. She buries her face in my neck, holding on to me tightly.

Her sister and Malin are already at the Jeep. He sees me and gets in the driver's side. I set Naomi next to Emilia before jumping in next to Malin. We take off, driving away from the gunfire.

When we get to the camp, the other four women have already arrived with my men.

Six guys are still not back.

"Malin, take Naomi and Emilia, along with the other women, into the tents."

"Who are you?" Naomi steps in front of me and looks up.

"My name is Andre Lòpez. I run the rescue team for Interpol. I have six guys out there. As soon as they're back, we'll talk."

"Interpol?"

"Yes."

The color drains from her face, and she grips my forearm. "Why would Interpol be involved in this?"

"Lòpez, we need another vehicle to go back," Hunter yells. "There's a flat."

"I have to go. We'll talk later," I repeat, but all I see in her eyes is fear.

The entire ride to pick up my other men, I can't get the look in her eyes out of my head.

Your job isn't to ask questions. It's to do as you're told and bring your men back in one piece.

But why is Interpol involved in this?

And why did she look so scared?
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Naomi

The tent is small, but it's a welcome luxury compared to the pit we were all in. Malin, who helped rescue my sister, has a first aid kit and helps the women who have open wounds. Another man, named Dirk, comes in with food and passes it out.

Emilia is still shaken up from being kidnapped and groped but seems to have settled since we left the pit. Santiago and his thugs called her and me out of the pit. They held me back to make me watch her tremble in fear for fun. One of the thugs ripped her shirt to see her reaction. The entire time, I tried not to throw up. My stomach pitched as I screamed for them to let her go, but it only made them harass her more.

After they had their fun, we climbed back down the ladder. She couldn't stop crying.

Malin finishes putting a bandage on Vanessa's ankle. He's already tended to her other ankle and both wrists. He scans the tent, walks over to Emilia, and cautiously sits down next to her. "Are you hungry?"

"A little." My sister is a shy person, but she doesn't seem to be afraid of Malin. Most men scare her, and after what Santiago's crew did to her, it floors me even more. I'm surprised by her ability to sit next to him.

He pulls something in a package out of his pocket. "This is better than anything in this camp."

A smile plays on her lips. He rips the package open, breaks off a piece, and hands it to her.

Since she seems to be okay with him, I step outside the tent.

"Ma'am. You should go back in. It could be dangerous out here."

"What's your name?"

He smiles. He has the clearest blue eyes I've ever seen and little wrinkles form in the corner of them when he smiles. Something in his expression reeks he's trustworthy and kind. "Ryker."

"Is Ryker your first or last name?"

"First."

"I haven't heard it before. But I like it. It's nice."

"Thank you, ma'am." He nods but his expression is serious.

I pace in front of the tent.

I need to figure out how to escape with Emilia if needed.

A line forms between his eyebrows. "Ma'am, you really shouldn't be out here."

"You've warned me. I'm at my own risk," I tease him, but his face hardens.

The sound of tires rolling on the dirt rings in the air, and Ryker yanks me behind him.

"Ow!"

"Sorry. Ma'am, please go inside," he sternly says.

"I need to speak with Andre."

"When he's back, I'll let you know."

"Wouldn't that be his vehicle?"

"We don't know for sure. Please go inside," Ryker repeats, pushing me farther back.

"Okay. Please let me know when Andre arrives."

"Yes, ma'am."

I go inside to pace the small tent. My sister is talking with Malin and looks content for the moment, so I don't interrupt.

Vanessa puts her hand on my arm and arches her eyebrows. "What's going on?"

I lead her over to the corner and keep my voice low. "Why would Interpol be involved in rescuing us? You've been missing for months and they never got involved."

"Maybe they didn't know where I was?"

"How did they find me so quickly?"

She nervously glances at the men. “I… You ask good questions. I'm not sure, but do you believe they are trustworthy?"

Andre's face pops in my mind. I feel safe with him.

But can my judgment be trusted right now? I gave Ezra my findings. It wasn't even an hour later, I was kidnapped.

Ezra isn't behind this. He would never harm me. He didn't want me to run the story, in order to keep me safe.

"I think so but can't be sure. What do you think?" I reply.

She glances over her shoulder at Dirk and Malin. "My gut says, yes." She turns back to me, her voice lowers. She wiggles her eyebrows and a grin forms. "But they're all so damn hot, I'm sure that's influencing my thoughts."

My heart beats faster, thinking of Andre's chiseled face and rock-hard body that carried me while running through the jungle. I open my mouth to speak when the tent flap opens. Andre steps in. He scans the tent then locks eyes with me.

Butterflies take off in my stomach.

What the heck is wrong with you? This isn't the time for attraction.

I approach him, and he motions for us to step outside. He puts his hand on the small of my back. A zing of pleasure erupts in my spine. Andre leads me to another tent. Once we get inside, he points to a blown-up air mattress. "Do you want to sit?"

No. I want to roll around on it with you.

Jeez, Naomi. Get your head out of the gutter!

"No."

His jaw clenches. "Are you all right? Did Santiago or his men hurt you?"

"No. Nothing major."

His eyes scan my face and body. He licks his lips.

Heat rushes to my face.

"What was minor?" he demands.

"I'm fine."

Silence.

Why is he staring at me so intensely?

He gently pushes my hair back. "You've got some bruising on your skull. What did they do to you?"

"It's probably from the van. I was tied up and my head kept banging on the floor."

He steps closer, and the smell of his sweat and skin once again fills the air, making my lower body throb.

It's your luck the sexiest man on the planet would be the guy who rescues you, since you'll never see him again.

Why are you thinking these things? This isn't the time for these thoughts.

He peers closer at my skull. "You could have a concussion. Are you dizzy?"

Yeah. From looking at you and your hotness...

"No."

"Have a headache, nausea, or any ringing in your ears?"

"No."

"Did you throw up?"

"No."

"Any blurry vision, fatigue, or drowsiness?"

You can fatigue me all you want...

"No more than usual," I tease.

"Which one?"

"I was kidding."

His eyes travel down my body, and a surge of excitement rushes through me, but then I realize he's checking me out to see if I'm hurt. He lightly brushes my arm and angrily says, "You're bruised. What did they do to you?"

"Nothing. I got lucky."

He continues assessing me, and something fills his eyes I can't interpret. But it makes my loins ache.

Snap out of it, Naomi.

I try to sound authoritative when I ask, "Why is Interpol involved?"

"You seem to know a lot of secrets," he says.

I put my hand on my hip as I aggressively respond, "About the Belizean government officials. Since when does Interpol have time to worry about corrupt politicians, unless they're trying to take down another country?"

His jaw twitches. "Your information doesn't have to do with that?"

"No. Politicians bought by Belizean and Colombian cartel drug money. Not exactly something I would imagine Interpol would get involved in. Don't they have bigger issues to deal with besides a drug war?"

He stays silent.

"How did Interpol know about me? And how did you find me so quickly?"

"I'm not sure. The intel you’re asking for isn't relevant to my job."

"Are you taking me to Interpol's headquarters in France?"

"No. The United States is in charge of this operation."

My stomach twists. "The United States?"

"Yes."

The United States? Why would they get involved in this?

The U.S. President has been mentioned too frequently with the Belizean politicians. I don't know why it makes me unsettled, but every red flag I have is being raised.

"Naomi, why are you pacing?"

My breath becomes shallow as chills run down my spine. "You're delivering me to the U.S.?"

"That's the order I've been given."

"Why?" I say, raising my voice.

"I'm not sure, but I'm assuming it's too dangerous for you to stay in Belize?"

"Yes. The men in charge of the government will either kill or imprison me for years, now that they know I have their secrets. If I had exposed them, it would be different. But now..." I cross my arms and pace faster. The anxiety builds, and the air feels stale all of a sudden.

"Naomi, it's good the U.S. got involved, then."

I spin. "Is it?"

His eyes narrow to slits. "Why wouldn't it be?"

"How did they even know about it?"

More silence. Andre's eyes once again study me. His expression is like stone, and I don't know what to make of it, so it freaks me out more.

"Why would the U.S. want to get involved in this matter? Why do they care about where Belizean politicians get their campaign funding?"

"Normally, they wouldn't," he quietly admits.

"That's correct. So, are they giving me asylum?"

"I've not heard anything past the drop off location.”

"Then what do they want with me?"

He opens his mouth to speak, but his phone rings, cutting him off. Staring at me, he answers, "Lòpez."

Why does the U.S. want me? It makes zero sense.

"Everyone on the team is accounted for, and so are the targets. Santiago Gómez and three of his men got away on foot. My guys shot their vehicles out. Everyone else is dead."

Something about the way he won't take his eyes off mine sends heat to my core.

Snap out of it, Naomi. This is a serious situation. Put your loins on hold.

"Forty-eight hours is doable. We'll lay low until our window opens."

He's going to turn me over to the U.S. without even questioning why.

"Yes, sir." He hangs up.

Rage fiercely bubbles and overflows inside of me. This is my life. The U.S. President isn't someone I like from far away. I don't want to experience him up close. He gives me goose bumps whenever I hear him speak or look at him. I step closer to glare up at Andre. "You aren't even going to question anything?"

He swallows hard. Guilt appears in his eyes.

"Is that all you are? A yes man?"

His face turns crimson. "We have rules and protocol," he states, as if those are good enough reasons to blindly do whatever he is ordered.

"So, that means you never ask questions?"

"Asking questions gets people killed. My job is to keep my men and targets alive."

"Your targets. Is that what I am?" I accuse, offended.

He seems to not understand my abhorrence. "Is there something wrong with the words we use?"

I step closer and rise on my tiptoes, enraged. "I don't know, is there? Does it make it easier for you to not think of us as people?"

His eyes widen. He leans closer to my face. His cheeks redden and his voice softens, giving me the impression I offended him. "Is that what you think? That I don't see you as a person?"

"Do you? You don't seem to care what happens to me once you hand me over to the U.S.," I cry out.

His voice lowers. "That isn't true."

"Then why aren't you digging deeper?”

“My job isn’t to question and analyze. My role is to save people, not ask why."

"And what do you do after you save them? Send them to a new reality of hell on earth?"

"What are you talking about?"

"Why does the U.S. want me? There is no obvious answer except something is going on behind closed doors."

“There’s no proof this is true. We shouldn’t assume anything.”

I jab him in his muscular chest. “I’m not ignorant. My entire career is about opening those closed doors. The only reason the U.S. would want me is to get something they don't have."

He places both hands on my cheeks, holding my head firm. "I will find out."

Time stands still. His mouth is so close to mine, I can almost taste it. Our breaths merge, and my hands open up. I palm his chest. The beat of his heart thumps faster against my hand.

Fear and panic grip me. "Please. I need to know what they want from me. It doesn't make sense," I whisper, the tears I've been holding back most of the day finally fall.

He wraps me in his arms, and I sink into his muscles and warmth, as if he's a security blanket. "Shh. Everything will be okay."

"You don't know that," I mumble into his chest.

"I'll find out. I promise you." He's a stranger, a man I just met, whom I know nothing about. But he kisses the top of my head, and I find comfort in his embrace. I slowly glance up, taking in his rugged good looks.

His eyes wander to my lips.

My heart beats faster.

"Lòpez," one of his guys calls from outside the tent. He releases me, and I instantly miss the warmth and safety of his arms.

"I'll find out," he reiterates before leaving the tent.

I try to regulate my heartbeat and breathing before I go back to be with my sister and the other women.

You can't go over there worried; Emilia will see.

I do my best to appear as if everything is fine and go back to my sister.

Andre comes in after about an hour. "Ladies, there is another air mattress in the other tent. We don't have extras, but two of you could share. We're stationed around the perimeter, but I think it's best if you all got some rest."

"Emilia and I can share."

Andre nods. We leave for the other tent, and he once again puts his hand on my back. My mind wanders to places it shouldn't go.

Why does his sweaty skin smell so good?

He's the definition of alpha stud.

But I'm not having sex with him, so I need to simmer down.

Emilia and I crawl onto the air mattress, and Andre puts a few blankets over us.

My sister falls asleep quickly. I drift in and out of sleep, worried about what is going to happen and why the U.S. wants me. Anytime I wake up, Andre is sitting next to the bed on the floor, watching over us.

"Are you going to sleep?" I whisper at one point.

He tucks a lock of my hair behind my ear. "I don't require much."

"No?"

"No." He takes his finger and strokes my cheek. "Go back to sleep. You need your rest."

"My mind is racing." And my pulse from being next to you.

"You can't do anything about your thoughts tonight. Close your eyes."

I don't know why I do it, but I reach for his arm, slide my palm along his skin, and lock my hands around his fist. I put it right next to my head. In the morning, when I wake up, I'm still gripping his hand as if he can save me from whatever fate I'm up against.


4
[image: ]
[image: ]



Andre

All night, I watch Naomi fall in and out of sleep, gripping my fist.

Is that all you are? A yes man? Naomi's voice is on repeat in my head, making my gut churn.

I never question my orders. I didn't in the Marines, and I don't with Interpol. There is a hierarchy of order. You follow it, or people end up hurt or dead.

What if Naomi becomes the victim because I don't ask questions?

I told her I would find out. I promised her.

Interpol wouldn't allow her to get hurt. I need to find out, then I can reassure her the intentions of the U.S. won't put her in danger.

But how does the U.S. know about her abduction?

And how did Interpol know where she was located so quickly?

It doesn't matter how many times I try to convince myself nothing is wrong, the pit in my stomach continues to grow. The more I stare at Naomi sleeping, the worse it grows. It's a feeling I've never had about an assignment before. For the first time ever, there is doubt about trusting Interpol. I've never had a reason to question any of their orders, and I struggle with this new situation.

But the ache I feel isn't only about her situation. It's a magnetic attraction I've never felt for any target, nor woman, in all forty-five years of my life.

I spend hour after hour telling myself to keep it professional. My role is to protect her, not hit on her. By the time the sun rises, I've memorized every part of her face and the sounds she makes sleeping. Her scent has been scandalously flaring in my nostrils all night. It’s a torture chamber I can't escape.

Nor do I want to.

I barely sleep, but years of being on missions have trained my body to run on little rest.

When Naomi's eyes flutter open, her sister has already woken and gone outside.

"Where's Emilia?" she asks in a panic.

"Outside using the restroom. She's fine."

She inhales and exhales deeply then scrunches her face. "There's a restroom?"

"Sure."

"Really?"

"Yep. You pick a tree..." I tease.

She bites on her smile before yawning and stretching her arms. Her nose wrinkles, and she groans.

"What's wrong?"

"Please tell me you have water and a bar of soap."

"Do I smell? Actually, don't answer my question.”

Yep, I definitely smell.

She puts her nose next to my fist, which I still haven't moved, and sniffs. "Nope. But I do."

Fire surges through my veins. Trying to stay cool, I reach for my backpack and pull out a travel bar of soap before nonchalantly saying, "There's a river on the property."

"Thank goodness." She takes the soap out of my hand, bats her eyelashes, and smiles. "What are my chances of sharing your deodorant?"

"Who said I wear deodorant?"

She tilts her head and smirks.

I reach in my bag, take it out, and hand it to her. "I draw the line at sharing toothbrushes."

"Toothpaste on my finger?" She raises her eyebrows, and my dick stirs.

"Lucky for you, I came prepared." I hand her an extra toothbrush I always carry in my bag.

She beams, blurting out, "You just made me so happy, I could kiss you."

We both freeze and blood pounds in my ears.

I finally break the staring contest, and against my will, lick my lips. "What would you do for some toothpaste to go with your brush?"

She jumps off the air mattress, kneels in front of me, and bows to the floor, lifting back up, then lowering to the floor again. "Let me be your slave."

My dick throbs. Not a quick pulse but at least a dozen intense ones.

I have no problem with you becoming my sex slave.

Scratch that. I'll be your sex slave.

I chuckle and hand her the tube.

"Thank you," she sweetly says and bats her eyelids.

"No problem."

She rises, and I hold myself back from reaching for her perfectly sculpted calves. She turns to leave, and I ogle her pert ass.

This woman is torturing me.

"Naomi," I call out.

She spins. "Hmm?"

I rise and remove a towel from my bag, along with my toiletries pouch. "You want these, too?"

Her eyes light up like it's Christmas morning. "Thank you." She takes it then tosses the items back into the case.

"Let me show you where the river is." I sling my backpack over my shoulder then the towel.

"Bathroom first?"

"Right this way." I lead her out of the tent before pointing where to go. "Emilia has the toilet paper."

She nods and walks toward Emilia.

I go over to Malin, who's standing several feet away, his eyes in the direction of Emilia. "Morning."

"Andre. What are the plans today?"

"Our window is in..." I look at my watch. "...about forty hours."

"Where are we dropping the women off?"

All the time I spent concentrating on Naomi, I didn't even consider the others. "Naomi is going to the U.S. We haven't been given instructions on the others yet."

Malin crosses his arms. "Hmmm."

"What's that mean?"

He arches an eyebrow.

"Say it."

"I heard them whispering in the tent last night. They—"

Emilia comes over.

"Axel and Ryker made breakfast. There's coffee, too." Malin points toward the guys.

She smiles. "Thanks."

After she's out of earshot, Malin's voice lowers. "In seventeen years, how many times have we not been told where we're dropping all the targets off?"

The uncomfortable feeling I've had since last night rushes back. I glance around to make sure no one else is hearing our conversation. "Never."

"These women...they have secrets. They were captured for the information they know."

The pit in my stomach expands more. "What do they know?"

"They haven't disclosed it all."

"What about Emilia?"

He gazes over at her. "I think she's the only one they abducted to use as a threat, against Naomi." He turns back to me. "But the U.S. isn't taking Emilia?"

“They only said Naomi.”

He scrunches his face. "So, Naomi goes to the U.S. and Emilia stays in Belize?"

"What are you trying to say, Malin?"

"I'm not sure, but something feels..." He lets out a big sigh.

"Off?"

He raises his eyebrows. "Yes. This isn't something Interpol would typically be interested in."

"Naomi is convinced something is going on behind closed doors."

"There's always something politically going on for everything," Malin insists.

Malin has always kept up on politics, more than I have, and likes to dissect things more than anyone in the crew. He does it after our missions and will even come up with conspiracy theories. It's usually a source of entertainment while we're bored waiting for the rescue to start or while we're at the bar celebrating. I've never taken what he's said seriously before, but suddenly, I'm wondering if I should have been paying better attention.

"When are you talking to command?" Malin asks.

"I'm calling them this morning."

"I know it's not our job to question anything..." He glances over at Emilia and continues, "...but I think we've found our exception to the rule. There's nothing ordinary about this rescue. The other guys agree, too."

My pulse quickens. This situation is a new scenario, and I don't want it to get out of control with assumptions before we have all the facts. But my team of men aren’t stupid. "You talked to the team about this?"

"Not everyone. Hunter, Dirk, Ryker, and Axel. We've been up for hours."

My top five, closest, most trusted men are all questioning things.

This isn’t good. Questioning gets people hurt or killed.

But they've never done this before. And I trust them.

I scrub my hands on my face. "Do me a favor?"

"What?"

"Don't discuss this with the others. Tell the guys to keep this quiet right now."

"Done. But you agree something is off?"

"I'm not sure. Let's not jump to conclusions before we know all the facts."

"Okay. But what if we've rescued them to only reposition the danger we thought we removed from them?”

My gut twists as my eyes seek out, then become glued to Naomi, who's approaching us.

"Facts first. Then we figure out what bridge to cross."

"All right." He pats my back and leaves.

"Ready?" I ask Naomi.

She searches my eyes. "Everything okay?"

I force a smile. "Yep." I sniff my armpit. "I think you're going to have to share the soap though."

"Guess it's a good thing I smell so bad, my nostrils can't handle any more."

"Doubt it. Let's go." I put my hand on the small of her back as I lead her to the river.

Her heels get stuck in the ground. "Oh great," she mutters when we're only halfway there.

"Next time you get abducted, can you put on some running shoes?" I tease then pick her up.

She wraps her arms around my shoulders. Her face is next to mine. I remind myself I'm here to help her, and kissing her wouldn't be appropriate.

Her mouth is just sinful.

She licks her lips and my cock throbs.

"I'll remember to be polite, too. 'Excuse me, Mr. Kidnapper, can we stop in my closet first?'" She bats her eyelids.

My eyes drift over her body again. "You're sassy, aren't you?"

She moves her face closer to mine and stares at my lips. "Does it bother you?"

"No. Quite the opposite. Why would it bother me?"

"It's gotten me in trouble at times."

"With men?"

Her face reddens. "Yes, but why do you ask?"

"Belize is a pretty machismo society, isn't it?"

"It can be."

"I would imagine a woman with your career and personality would have dealt with a lot to get where you're at."

“Hmmm. Perceptive and interesting coming from a guy like you."

"A guy like me?"

"You're pretty macho, aren't you?"

"What makes you say that?"

She raises her eyebrows. "You're carrying me, and last night you ran with me through the jungle."

I stop. "Do you want me to put you down?"

"No." A blush creeps onto her face.

Settle down, I tell my dick as it pulses against my zipper. "Don't confuse my protection with my beliefs."

"What would your beliefs be?"

"They don't involve sexism."

Her face reddens; it takes all the restraint I have not to dip an inch lower and stick my tongue in her mouth.

"Sorry. I didn't mean to insult you."

"You're forgiven." I wink at her, and her face turns scarlet just to torture me a bit more.

Keep moving. I finish carrying her to the river and set her down.

Her heels sink in the ground. "Ugh."

I kneel to unbuckle the strap of one heel then place a hand on her calf . I put my other hand on the back of her ankle.

Lickable calves. Every inch of her is worthy of my tongue.

Focus, asshole.

I carefully guide her foot on a part of the ground without any sticks. Then I do the same for her other foot.

"Thanks."

"We need to get you better shoes."

"I'll just run down to the corner store when we get back to camp."

I chuckle. "What size are your feet?"

"Seven."

"And clothing?"

"Six. Why?"

"I'll send one of the guys to town to pick up some items today."

"Thank you."

"You haven't seen if they can coordinate outfits yet," I tease then take her hand. "Watch where you step. There are a lot of sticks around here."

When we get to the bank, I set the backpack down and take everything out. We brush our teeth. I remove my boots and shirt then drop my pants so I'm only in my underwear.

Naomi's eyes widen as she checks me out. When her eyes meet mine, she turns her face away, but I see the sexy pink crawl onto her cheeks again.

This woman is going to be the death of me.

"I'll let you use the soap first," I tell her.

She looks back and slowly removes her shirt before she unzips the back of her skirt. It falls to the ground, and I swallow the knot forming in my throat.

Her nude-colored bra is see-through. The darkness of her areolas is the devil tempting me. Her panties are mesh, and when she steps down into the water, her thong displays her smooth ass.

Jesus, I want to suck those cheeks.

Blood pumps hard in my veins. Heat rages through my cells. My body aches with need and desire for her.

She spins with her hand on her hip. In a flirty tone, she asks, "Are you coming in?"

"Yeah." It comes out as a growl, and she bites on her lip.

Way to be smooth.

I stand next to her and hand her the soap, trying my hardest not to stare as she rubs it on her body.

"Give me the soap for a moment, please." I hold my hand out, and she gives it to me. After I lather it in my hands, I hand it back to her and step behind her. I move her hair to the front of her body and glide my hands across her shoulders.

She freezes.

"You have dirt on your back."

She quietly replies, "Thanks."

I linger on her skin and circle my thumbs near her neck. "You've got knots." I step forward. My body grazes hers.

She inhales sharply and leans her head back slightly. Her eyelids are shut. I'm tempted to kiss them, but I refrain and continue massaging her.

Her skin is smoother than I imagined. I slip my fingers under her bra straps, slowly lowering them down the sides of her arms.

She tilts her head up, and her blue eyes pierce into mine. The rise and fall of her chest quickens; her cheeks flush a beautiful shade of pink.

She's a target. Don't take advantage of her.

I rinse the soap off her back and reposition her bra straps then step away from her to clean myself up.

Naomi steps forward then dives under the water. When she rises back to the surface, she's several feet to the left and moving downstream. Her eyes widen, and she starts paddling toward me.

I quickly swim over to her, pulling her into my arms and closer to shore. "Careful of the current."

Her arms and legs wrap around me. I tighten my hold. One of my palms drifts to her ass.

Squeaks fill the air, and she leans closer to me, gazing around.

"Monkeys," I murmur in her ear and stroke her back.

She focuses on my lips and licks hers.

I edge closer to her face.

Beep. Beep. Beep.

She jerks back. "What is that?"

"My phone."

She lets go of me and swims toward shore.

I follow. Louis Couture, my boss's name, is on my screen. "Lòpez," I say while staring at Naomi's wet, almost-naked body.

"It's Louis."

"What's going on?"

"I'm going to send the coordinates of the drop-off point to you."

"Are all the targets going to the U.S.?"

A hint of annoyance is in his voice. "No. Only Naomi Salazar. The rest will go to their home countries."

The hairs on my neck stand up. "Why not Salazar?"

Naomi's eyes turn to slits.

"The U.S. is taking her,” Louis replies.

"For asylum?"

"No."

"Then why do they want her?"

"That's for the U.S. to decide," he states matter-of-factly.

My stomach flips. “What do you mean?"

"Since when is questioning orders part of your job description?" he barks.

Silence fills the line and the sound of the jungle competes with the rapid beating of my heart.

"Your job isn't to ask questions. It's to rescue and deliver the target," he reminds me.

I run my hand through my hair and turn away from Naomi. I lower my voice. "Is she on the list and I'm not aware? My guys and I have a right to know if she's on it." The list contains terrorist suspects. I don't for one moment think Naomi could ever be one. Yet, it's the only thought entering my mind about why the U.S. would want her. If she were on the list it would make sense.

"Don't worry. She isn't on it."

"Then why do they want her?"

"Stop asking questions and do your job, Lòpez. I'll send the coordinates over in ten minutes." He hangs up.

Great. I still have no clear answers.

I turn. Naomi has her clothes in her hand and shoes on. She stomps on the mushy ground away from me.

I reach for her arm. "Where are you going?"

She spins and jabs me in the chest. Her sexy accent gets thicker. "You think I'm a terrorist?"

"I didn't say anything about you being a terrorist.”

She makes quotes with her fingers, glaring. "Is she on the list?"

"I'm trying to understand the intentions of the U.S. You wanted me to find out."

"And now you believe I'm a terrorist?"

She's even sexier when she's pissed.

And wet. And half naked.

Ugh. I need to get my head in the game.

"Of course I don't. But it's the only reason I could think the U.S. would want you."

She scowls at me.

I gaze at her body. "Are you going back to camp half-dressed?"

"My undergarments are wet."

"Mine, too, but I'm not going back to camp in just my underwear."

"What do you normally do?"

"I don't usually wear them when I clean up."

Her gaze drifts to my cock and she flushes. "Oh."

I point to a large tree trunk on the ground. It must have fallen during a storm.

"Let's go sit a few minutes and dry off."

"Fine," she answers, trying to walk in her heels, but she only gets stuck again.

I swoop her up in my arms and carry her to the trunk. I get my backpack and take out the towel for her to sit on.

"Thank you," she quietly says.

I take the seat next to her, moving my hand to her back. I stroke her spine with my thumb. She's a piece of art. I shouldn't touch her, but I can't resist. "I'm on your side, you know."

"Are you?"

"You don't think I am?"

"I'm not sure."

My chest tightens. "Why not?"

The icy fear consuming her eyes stabs at my heart. "Are you delivering me to the U.S. no matter what?"

It's the question that's been plaguing me since meeting her.

I've never not delivered a target.

I've never asked questions.

I've never considered doing anything besides following orders.

"Let's figure out why they want you first and cross that bridge when we get to it."
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Naomi

All day I try to figure out what the U.S. wants with me while attempting to appear as if everything is normal to Emilia so she doesn't worry. But it's easy, since half the time she's been attached to Malin's hip. I don't understand it since she usually stays far away from men, but she appears happy hanging out with him.

I talk with the other women, trying to find out why they were abducted, but no one is overly enthusiastic to spill their secrets. Most of the day, I pace around the camp with my frazzled nerves.

But my flutters aren't just from anxiety, I've been stealing glances at Andre and he keeps catching me.

I shouldn't be thinking about anything except my current predicament, but all I keep imagining is his rock-hard body underneath his clothes.

Every now and again, he stops what he's doing and steps in front of me. He quietly states, "You're pacing again."

"When you get answers for me, I'll stop," I say in a bitchy tone, wishing I could refrain from taking my fears out on him, but his calm demeanor about my situation isn't assuring me of anything.

His jaw clenches. "I'm working on it."

I return to the walking pattern I've created around the camp.

True to his word, Andre sent Dirk and Axel to get supplies for the women. It's midafternoon when they arrive back to camp with shopping bags full of clothes and shoes.

I rifle through the items then dangle a skimpy white bikini in my size. "Have something in mind?"

Axel holds his hands in the air. "There were no undergarments. Those were the only options."

Dirk's lips twitch. "The other guys have the perimeter secured. I'm bored, hot, and going for a swim. Anyone want to come?"

Zoe snags a brown bikini out of the bag. "I'm in."

"Me, too," Penelope replies.

"Yours is green," Axel says with a smug expression.

I hand it to her.

Julieta rifles through the bag; she pulls a hot-pink bikini out and looks at the tag. "Guess this one is mine."

"You want to go?" Malin asks Emilia quietly but not so low I don't hear.

"I'm not the best swimmer."

"I'll keep you safe."

She hesitates but surprises me and replies, "Okay."

I pull out a bright-yellow suit in her size and hand it to her.

The girls all go into the tent to change, and Vanessa sits down next to me. "Not going?"

I shake my head and hand her the last suit in the bag. It's royal blue. "No. I need to figure out why the U.S. wants me."

"I've been trying to figure it out as well."

"Any ideas?"

"The cartel kidnapped me eight months ago, so I'm behind on current politics, but dissect your secrets. What, or who, would the U.S. be interested in?"

"I'm trying, but I can't figure it out."

"We have a question," Andre's deep voice booms behind me.

"What's that?" Vanessa asks.

Hunter and Andre sit down on the ground across from us.

"What do you two both know? Maybe if we look at what is different, we can figure out why Vanessa is supposed to return to the Belizean government and Naomi isn't," Andre says.

Vanessa twirls her blonde hair around her finger. "I already know why they want me back."

"Why?" Hunter asks.

"Carlos Garcia. He isn't going to let me go. He wants to marry me and won't stop until he does."

Hunter's jaw clenches. "But you told him no?"

She looks down and quietly says, "He didn't take the rejection very well."

"What did he do to you?" Hunter growls.

Vanessa jumps. Her eyes widen and her hands shake, but she quickly looks at the ground.

"Sorry," Hunter says.

She traces her finger in the dirt as she quietly says, "Nothing I want to talk about. But if I was with him, I would have been forced to marry him by now."

Rage emanates off Hunter. His breathing is a snarl.

Vanessa shifts uncomfortably but doesn't look up.

"Is he the one you have information to take down?" I gently ask.

"Yes."

"I'm assuming it's the same information I have on his relationship with the drug cartels?"

"That and other things."

My pulse increases. "Santiago Gómez kidnapped you because of these things?"

"He wasn't the original kidnapper."

"If it wasn't him, who was it?"

"The Guatemalan guerillas."

"The..." Hunter's eyes turn into slits.

"What?" Vanessa asks.

Hunter leans forward. "The U.S. had a military operation in Belize in the 1980s against the Guatemalan guerillas. They wanted to shut down the communist movement."

"Belize isn't communist," I say.

"No. But if it were up to the Guatemalan guerillas, it would be," Hunter states.

"True. But what does communism have to do with them kidnapping Vanessa? And how did you end up with Santiago Gómez?" I ask.

"They sold me a week ago."

"Mother..." Hunter mutters under his breath.

"If the U.S. was worried about communism, they would want Vanessa, not Naomi. I don't think that's it," Andre says.

"I agree," I say.

"Naomi, your secrets all have to do with politicians having their campaigns funded by the drug cartels, correct?" Andre asks.

"Yes," I reply.

Andre taps his fingers together. "Are there any other facts we're not looking at besides the secrets you know and you were kidnapped by the Colombian drug cartel?"

Something nags at me, but I'm not sure what. "No. I can't think of anything else."

Andre continues, "You weren't with Santiago Gómez long enough to learn anything the U.S. could use against his cartel. They would assume that."

"The U.S. President has made it his mission to destroy the Colombian cartel. He blames them for the death of his daughter," Hunter points out.

"What happened to his daughter?" Vanessa asks.

Hunter continues, "Three months ago, she overdosed on cocaine. She went to Colombia for vacation and met Nicolas Gómez at a nightclub. The two had a pretty scandalous affair. Several months later, she died. The President has escalated the war on drugs campaign as a result."

"Nicolas...oh God." My chest tightens so much I can hardly breathe. "I know why the U.S. wants me."

Andre's eyes widen. "They're going to trade you."

"He wouldn't!" Vanessa cries out. "You'll die or spend the rest of your life in prison if he hands you over to the Belizean officials. He would know the consequences."

Andre's face hardens. "He would. I've met him. He's callous and only cares about his own agenda."

"Andre's right. There isn't anything I would put past that man," Hunter agrees.

"So, he wants to trade Naomi for Nicolas?" Vanessa asks.

Andre stares at me. "Can you think of any other reason?"

Chills run through my bones as I rise. "No."

I need to get out of here.

I can't let them deliver me to the U.S.

I should have left last night when I found out who was behind my rescue.

I snatch the bag of clothes from the ground and storm toward the tent.

"Naomi, where are you going?" Andre follows me.

"To change."

"Slow down."

"No." I step into the tent and remove one of the pairs of shorts and a T-shirt. I pull my top off and shimmy out of my skirt.

"Naomi."

"What?" I yell, spinning into Andre's chest.

Why does he have to smell so good?

He tilts my chin up. "Take a breather."

"So you can deliver me to the U.S.? No, thanks." My insides quiver with fear. But I also feel a sense of betrayal. I shouldn't; I only just met Andre. But my attraction toward him is affecting my ability to stay emotionally neutral.

He wraps his arms around me. "Please, just stop for a minute."

I close my eyes and wish I could stay in the safety of his embrace.

"You're shaking."

"The politicians in my country...they...they'll..." I blow out a big breath.

He holds me tighter, but I continue to shake against my will.

I stare at his chest, afraid I'm going to completely lose it. "No one will know my secrets. They won't even know I'm in the government's custody. Anything they want to do to me, they will. If the story were in print, then there would be evidence...they wouldn't be able to harm me as easily. But there isn't. The public doesn't know. The government will get away with everything, plus, I'll be gone forever."

"I won't let anything of the sort happen to you," he quietly says.

I turn and gaze up. "You aren't going to try and deliver me?"

"No."

"Then you'll let me leave?"

"Naomi, you aren't our prisoner."

"Right." I spin again, putting the shorts and T-shirt on, then take the socks and use Andre's body to balance me while I put them on.

"Naomi, you can't leave right now."

Anger and fear flare through me. "You just told me I wasn't your prisoner."

He cups my cheeks. "You're not. But you need a plan. You can't just run out of here. You won't survive a night in this jungle."

"I'm not going to wait for the U.S. to come after me," I cry out.

"No one is coming right now," he confidently states.

I point at him. "You don't know if they are or aren't."

"Yes, I do," he booms, "I know the coordinates of the drop-off point and the time the plane lands."

I unlace the new shoes and put them on then kneel to tie them.

"You aren't listening to me, are you?" he barks.

I rise and cross my arms, waiting for him to tell me something that can help me.

Andre says, "Let me think."

"This isn't your problem. I need to go." I push past him.

"What about Emilia?"

I freeze.

"What do you think your corrupt leaders will do to her when they can't find you?"

"You...you would deliver her?" I gape in shock.

He would put Emilia in harm's way?

"No. But you need to cool it for a minute so I can figure this out."

Silence.

Stop being an emotional basket case.

Can I really trust him to help me?

I have no choice.

So far, he's done nothing for me not to trust him.

I can't let anything happen to Emilia.

"Emilia is coming with me." I take two steps, but he gets in front of me.

"Naomi, stop moving," he growls.

Helplessness, fear, and anxiety fill my soul, and tears fall down my cheeks.

He embraces me again and kisses my head. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to scare you."

"You didn't." I sniffle, attempting to pull it together.

His arms tug me closer, and he speaks into my hair. "Give me a moment to come up with a solution. This doesn't just involve you. Not one of you can go back to your governments. Something is off. The guys and I already spoke earlier."

I tilt my head up. "You did?"

"Yes. But we need to figure this out strategically. We've always delivered our targets. Give us a chance to put a plan together."

"All of us girls can go together. Tell me where the coordinates are, and we'll go around them."

He furrows his brows. "You aren't running around the jungle alone."

"Andre, this isn't your problem. Just tell Interpol we left in the middle of the night or something."

His eyes burn into mine. "You aren't leaving this campsite without me."

"You'll lose your job over this. Everything you've worked for could be jeopardized."

His jaw clenches. A resilient expression appears on his face, as if I shouldn't doubt or mess with him.

He only gets sexier.

This isn't The Dating Game, Naomi.

"Lòpez," Hunter's voice barks into the tent.

"Yeah?"

"Swim time is over. The guys need to get back here. We all need to talk."

Andre's eyes never leave mine. "Agreed. It's time to create a plan B."

"I'll go get the guys."

Andre weaves his hands into my hair and firmly tilts my head up. "I need you to trust me, Naomi. Don't go off emotion right now. Let me help you. Please."

"Okay," I whisper as another tear falls.

"I need you to stay rational for the others. For Emilia. Can you do what I'm asking?"

"Yes."

He kisses my forehead. "Good. I won't let anything happen to you."

I shouldn't believe him. He's a stranger. A man I just met who knows hardly anything about me. I know nothing about him. He could be setting me up to turn me in to the U.S. government.

Faith in men is not something I've had a lot of. From the time I was five years old, my father was nonexistent. My relationships over the last twenty years have all been with men who disappointed me or I couldn't put my full faith and trust in.

I've always protected myself.

But as I stare into his eyes, I believe in his words and in him. The realization might scare me more than the current situation I'm in.
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Andre

"Everyone is in agreement, then? We each take a target and leave at different times?" I ask the guys.

They all nod.

"Turn your trackers off before you leave," I instruct them.

"What about the other team members?" Ryker asks.

Dirk clears his throat. "It's best not to get them involved."

Hunter scowls. "We're going to trick the other guys?"

"No. But what if they don't agree?"

"They're our brothers. They will agree," Hunter growls.

We can't put them at risk, too. "No. We aren't telling them. This is our decision. We know the consequences going into it. Interpol is going to want our heads on a silver platter when they find out. No point putting their careers in jeopardy as well."

Hunter furrows his brows. "You aren't going to tell Kalim?"

My gut flips. Kalim and I have been through everything together. He's going to be hurt when he discovers we left without filling him in. "No. I'm not putting him in any risky position."

"But—"

"No. We can't move in a group. They have to stay back, regardless, so let them stay in Interpol's good graces."

We may or may not be crossing the illegal line by not delivering the women, and my guess is our careers are over after this. Unless you can prove to Interpol you did the right thing.

Right or wrong in their eyes, I'll never turn Naomi over to be used as a negotiation tool.

Hunter sighs. "Fine. Do they know coordinates and times to get out of here?"

"The last guy to leave puts a note in the tent," I instruct.

"Where are we taking them?" Axel crosses his arms and glances quickly at the tent where the ladies are all changing.

"We need to get them out of Belize for the time being." I scan the faces of my men, but no one seems to have an answer.

Minutes pass. The longer we all stare at each other, the more my gut flips.

Think. I'm the leader.

"They don't have passports. Wherever we go, we have to cross the border illegally," I point out.

"Mexico or Guatemala are the two neighboring countries. Honduras next, but only through Guatemala or by sea," Malin, who knows geography better than any of us, states.

"Zoe was kidnapped in Mexico. She won't say why, but she's petrified to step foot in it," Dirk informs us.

Hunter shifts from one foot to the other. "The Guatemalan guerillas took Vanessa originally."

"The Cayman Islands or Cuba are the next closest countries, but that'll require water transportation. Without Interpol's connections, we're going to have a harder time arranging that, especially if we're split into pairs," Axel says.

Malin points to the map he has pulled up on his phone. "We go south to Omoa, Honduras. Tinker retired there. He can get passports for the ladies."

Tinker is another military buddy of ours.

"Where to after that?" I look at my men, trying to figure out the safest place to take the women.

"I think we have to make the next decision at a later date. They all have different dynamics we're dealing with," Hunter points out.

"Emilia needs to end up wherever Naomi does," I tell Malin.

"Got it."

"Dirk's going to have the toughest time with Zoe. She may be recognized. Penelope said she is pretty famous across Latin America," Axel informs us.

"I'll be careful," Dirk states.

"We leave tonight, then. In stages, so the other guys don't notice anything," I instruct. "I'll leave with Naomi now. Everyone, stay safe."

We all fist bump and go back to the tent. I pull Naomi aside while the guys explain to the other women what the plan is and who is leaving when.

"Tell your sister goodbye. We need to leave."

Naomi's blue eyes widen. "She needs to come with us."

"No. She can't. Malin will make sure she stays safe. We can't go in groups. It's too dangerous."

"I'm not—"

I put my finger over her lips. "Take the emotion out of it."

She closes her eyes, fighting tears.

I lean down to her ear. "Trust me. Please. We need everyone to be safe. We won't be if we go in bigger groups."

Her eyelids open, revealing the worry in her glistening eyes.

"Go put on your brave face for your sister and tell her you'll see her soon."

She takes a deep breath, nods, and goes to Emilia.

I pack the other outfit the guys bought for Naomi, along with the bikini, and the few items I had taken out. I double-check my knife, silencer, first aid and survival kits are in it. Several packs of military rations are in the pockets. I look around to see if there is anything else I should take. My canteen is full of water, there isn't anything else we need, so I put my hand on Naomi's shoulder. "Time to go."

She takes Emilia to the corner of the tent and talks to her for several moments. They walk back, she hugs Emilia, then turns to Malin. "Please take care of her."

"I will," he adamantly states.

The sisters embrace again, both wiping their faces when they pull away.

I lead Naomi away from the camp, deeper into the jungle. We still have plenty of daylight, and we walk for several minutes in silence.

"You okay?" I ask.

"Yeah." She sniffles.

"Malin will take good care of Emilia." I try to reassure her and move a tree branch out of the way. "Careful." I let her go through first then duck below it as I cross.

"I'm just kicking myself I got her into this."

"It's not your fault they took her."

Her voice is full of doubt. "Isn't it? I'm the one who had to dig up all the dirt on the politicians. Emilia wouldn't be in this mess if it weren't for me."

"You're the oldest, aren't you?"

Naomi smirks. "Is it obvious? Are my wrinkles starting to show?"

I stop, and she turns to me. I tuck her hair behind her ear and study her face. "Wrinkles? I don't see any."

She tilts her head. "Hmm."

I put my hand on her back and lead her forward. "I meant because you're protective of her."

"She's five years younger."

"How old is she?"

She raises her eyebrows. "Is this your way of figuring out how old I am?"

"I'm glad you assume I can do basic math." I wink.

A sexy blush fills her face. "Emilia is thirty-five."

"No way."

"She doesn't look it, does she?"

"No. I meant no way you're forty."

"Now you're sucking up," she scoffs

I shake my head. "Nope. You look at least ten years younger."

"I wish." She rolls her eyes.

"Stop wishing. You do."

"How old are you?"

"An old man."

She purses her lips. "Funny. How old?"

"Forty-five."

"How long have you done this?"

"I was in the Marines for ten years then Interpol recruited me."

"You like it?"

"Love it. But my contract is up soon. I've been thinking of doing something different."

"Wouldn't you miss it?"

"Parts of it."

"What about the adrenaline rush?"

I chuckle and admit, "How do you know me so well?"

"Doesn't take a genius to figure it out. You'd have to be an adrenaline junkie to do what you do."

We walk in silence for a while.

"What made you go after this story?" I ask her.

"The people of Belize."

"What do you mean?"

"Our murder rate is going up from the activities of men like Jonas Torres and Santiago Gómez. When I first came across some evidence, it was almost three years ago. One thing led to another, and I continued investigating. I couldn't stop. I became obsessed with getting the truth out to the public."

"Pretty brave."

"Lots of good it's going to do now. My boss wouldn't even run it anonymously."

"There are a lot of ways to get stories out. If that's what you want, I have no doubt you will."

"Hopefully."

We continue making our way south. The muggy air causes our clothes to cling to our bodies. The terrain is muddy at times and dry at others. Several times, I pick Naomi up and carry her since the ground is so mushy, my boots sink up to my ankles. The sounds of monkeys and birds screeching follow us most of the way.

"Where is home?" she asks.

"That's a good question." I hold back a tree branch for her to step past.

"You don't have a home?"

"I'm on the move a lot for my job, traveling all over the world. I own places in France, Italy, and Bulgaria."

"Really?"

"Yeah."

"But you're American?"

"Yep. My parents live in the States, as well as my youngest brother, Javier. My other brother, Blaise, is still in the Marines. He's been on active duty so long, I don't know where he considers home."

A smile plays on her lips. "Andre, Javier, Blaise...those are French names?"

"My mom is from France, but she liked the Spanish version of my brother Javier's name."

"With a J?"

"You're pretty cultured, aren't you?" I tease but am also impressed with her knowledge.

She shrugs. "But your last name is Lòpez?"

"My dad is Puerto Rican. He was stationed in France when he met my mom."

"Do you miss your family?"

"Sure. You get used to it though."

She frowns. "I wouldn't want to not see Emilia."

"Is it just you two?"

Pain crosses her face. "Yeah. My mom passed a few years ago."

My heart bleeds seeing her expression. "I'm sorry."

She doesn't respond.

"What about your dad?"

"Haven't seen him since I was five," she scoffs.

"Well, he missed out on a lot, didn't he?"

She smiles. "That's a good way to put it."

We walk for several hours along the river. The sun sets and darkness begins to take hold. The monkeys' howls and birds' caws get louder. Naomi jumps several times.

"What's that?" Naomi points to a black circle.

I squint. "Is it an inner tube?"

"I can't tell. I don't have my glasses."

"You wear glasses?"

"Yep. Now that I'm forty, I can't see that far."

"You've got those sexy cat-eyed glasses, don't you?"

She laughs, tilts her head, and smirks. "Sexy?"

I bet she's hot as hell in those.

I scan her body, then linger on her lips, and finally meet her gaze again. "Yep."

She purses her lips. "I might have a pair or two."

My dick twitches.

We get closer to the inner tube.

"I wonder how this got here," I mumble and press it to check the air supply.

"It's from the cave tubers."

"Cave tubers?"

"A lot of tourists do it. It takes you through the jungle and caves."

"Seriously?"

"Yeah. You haven't heard of it?"

"Nope. But it sounds pretty awesome!" I blow some extra air in the tube.

"What are you doing?"

"Filling up our ride."

She nervously glances between the river and me. "This water looks like it's moving pretty fast."

I look at the river then at her and cockily say, "I'll hold on to you."

She smirks. "Is this going to feed your adrenaline needs?"

I wiggle my eyebrows. "We'll see." I open my backpack and grab the strap. My bag is waterproof, so I hook it to the tube.

She grabs her bikini out of the bag, turns, and removes her shirt and bra to put on her top.

I want to lick the curve of her waist and trail my fingers down her spine. My lips belong on her bare shoulder.

I take her clothes, shoving them in the bag.

"Turn around," she says.

I turn and remove my clothes so I'm in my underwear.

She checks me out then sticks her shorts and shoes in the bag. "Are you carrying your boots?"

Thank you, Dirk and Axel, for picking out that bikini.

Stop staring.

"Nope." I unzip a pocket and find another waterproof sack. When our shoes are secure in the bag, I loop it together with the other items, then step in the water and reach for her hand.

The water is up to my shins and gets deeper quickly. "As soon as I lay down, you'll need to jump on. The current is moving fairly quickly. I won't be able to control it once my feet leave the ground. My weight will bottom it out, so I have to get on in the current."

"Okay."

"Are you ready?"

"Umm...sure."

"You don't sound too confident."

She winces. "Sorry."

"Just stay on this side of me. But don't hesitate."

She takes a deep breath and nods. "All right."

I move the tube forward, turn, plant my feet, and sit in the hole. The current begins to pull me down river.

"Now, Naomi."

She cautiously tries to get on, I grip her waist and tug her on me. She falls onto my chest, and the tube moves faster.

"Sorry, are you okay?"

Naomi picks her head up. Her bee-stung lips I've been dying to kiss, are so close, they aren't even an inch away from mine. Her crystal-blue eyes are a bright torch in the darkening night sky. The warm smoothness of her skin from her torso presses against mine. Her nipples are hard and poke through the thin, cheaply made bikini, getting harder by the second.

My heart beats faster. She adjusts her leg and it rests on my growing hard-on. The sounds of the water rushing around us, along with the squeaks and howls of jungle animals, are almost drowned out by the blood pounding in my ears. Instinctively, I palm her ass with one hand and glide my other hand through her hair, holding her head firm.

"I'm good," she murmurs, her heat-filled eyes bounce from mine to my mouth.

The water gets rougher and jolts us. Her body slides on my dick. Her lips smash into mine. I roughly part them with my tongue. She gasps and pulls back, swallowing hard, her eyes wide.

Side to side, the tube rocks, moving faster while adrenaline builds in my veins, wanting and needing every part of Naomi.

She doesn't make me wait long, coming back to me, opening her mouth quickly, and grinding on my cock as I thrust up toward her.

She shivers when I trace my finger over her spine.

I don't know which of us is greedier as she grips my head and urgently circles her tongue in my mouth.

Our kisses are raw and feral. Every ounce of longing I've had for her takes over. The dam breaks. Any notion of why I shouldn't have her is gone.

"Tell me I can have you," I growl.

"Yes," is all she replies, then sticks her tongue back in my mouth.

I slide my hand under the suit bottoms, dipping into her hot sex with my thumb, and reaching up to her clit with my index finger.

She gasps, arching her back and pushing her chest into my torso.

My thumb presses into her warm walls and strokes her. My digit grinds against her nub.

"Faster," she breathes, her face flushing, her eyes fluttering, her sinful mouth forming a perfect O.

I speed up, and she climaxes, trembling in my arms, and calling out my name in the hot night air. I feel like it's my birthday and she's just given me a sacred gift.

Her hands fly to my underwear, and she rolls them down past my hard cock while sucking on the crook of my neck. She moves her barely-there suit to the side, and I yank her knees to either side of my hips so they sink in the water.

As I fill her, I loudly groan while sliding through her wet heat. I lick behind her ear and murmur, "You're perfect." Because she is. She's a flawless woman of soft, warm flesh pulsing around me, and nothing on earth has ever felt better.

"Andre," she whimpers and rocks into my thrusts.

I fist her hair and drag my teeth down her neck.

She shivers then moans like an animal, pressing her hands on my chest so she's sitting up and rolling her hips on me so fluidly, my shaft is in utter bliss.

"Fuck, Naomi." I grunt, watching her glow under the light of the moon.

"Oh...oh..." she cries out, her face contorting as a ripple of pleasure causes a violent convulsion through her body, rivaling the shaking of the tube.

Monkeys yell out in the trees as I untie the bottom string of her top and pebble each nipple with my tongue before nipping at them with my teeth.

"Andre," she cries out, just when everything goes black from entering a cave.

Every cell in my body is on fire, hotter than any other woman has ever stoked it, and it's an awakening of my soul and what I need.

I guide her back to my chest and hold her tight.

She continues to ride me, matching my thrusts and consuming my mouth with her tongue.

She's heaven on earth, a delicious smorgasbord of perfection. And I want it all. Every piece of her she's willing to give me, I'll pay homage to and worship.

There's a cliff the tube bumps into, and I catch it with my feet then roll her onto it. I throw the tube on the ledge and jump into the water, which is up to my neck.

I untie the strings of her bottoms, throw her legs over my shoulders, drawing her to my face.

"Oh God," she cries out, her voice echoing in the tunnel.

Naomi's like the first meal after you've fasted, her salty sweetness is bursting against my taste buds as her pussy pulses in my mouth. I tell myself to go slow, but the more she calls out and digs her nails in my head, the faster I eat her out.

I lose track of how many times she orgasms, and when my cock throbs so hard it becomes painful, I propel myself onto the ledge as she crawls on her elbows backward several feet.

Like an uncaged beast hunting its prey, I pounce on her, shoving her ankles to her ass and entering her sex.

Her body molds up to mine, her fingers gripping and clawing at my back.

I mark, taste, and claim her, giving her everything I have and taking every morsel she'll give me.

My arms tighten around her, and my palm holds her head. Breathing hard, she unravels again, the whites of her eyes roll in the darkness.

Adrenaline tears through my atoms, and I pump my seed hard into her, grunting like the wild animal she's turned me into.

I collapse on her, my chest pushing into hers, a drop of sweat rolling down my cheek. The realization there is no going back hits me.

The reality of Naomi makes my previous fantasies of her mere apparitions. She breathes life into me where no one else ever has. Now I only want her to stay mine.
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Naomi

Panting, I caress Andre's head. He lifts it and swallows hard, trying to catch his breath, searching my eyes.

He's an animal.

A beast of a sex god.

Holy shit.

That just happened.

Holy...

He draws me back to his mouth and kisses me, so my loins start to throb all over again.

Claim me all you want, hot stud.

"I got you dirty," he murmurs.

"What?" I stick my tongue back in his mouth and graze my nails down his muscular back.

Get me dirty. I'll be your filthy girl.

He pulls back. "You're lying in mud."

"I am?"

His eyes twinkle in the darkness of the cave. "Yeah."

"Oh."

He sits up and slides to the edge of the rock then jumps in the water. "Get in and hold on to me, Naomi."

I obey him and cling to his shoulders, melting into his flesh once again.

He dips my bottoms in the water along with his underwear, which came off at some point, then throws them back on the ledge.

The water is warm, but his body is warmer. The jutting of the ledge creates a calm area. The current isn't rushing through it, and he keeps us safely there.

"Did you get your adrenaline rush?" I tease him.

He grins. "It's on the top of my list."

I suddenly feel a bit shy. "Yeah?"

"Yeah." He kisses me again.

My ego soars to the sky. I hungrily return his affection with my heart pitter-pattering and my body throbbing some more.

How can a man make me feel this good?

I shudder in his arms.

"Are you cold?"

"No."

His lips twitch, and he tightens his embrace. "I think we should ride down to the end of the cave then set up camp."

"Okay."

He tucks my hair behind my ear and pecks me on the forehead then props me up on the ledge. He gets in the tube.

"You're riding naked?" I ask.

"Yep."

Stay naked forever if you want. I won't object.

I untie my top. It's hanging off me. I clutch it, along with my bottoms, and his underwear, then stuff them in the backpack before closing it back up.

He cockily pats his leg for me to get on.

I lie in his arms, and he caresses my back. The river takes us farther into the cave. A screeching, pecking sound suddenly fills the air.

"What is that?" I whisper and snuggle closer to him.

He kisses the top of my head and pretzels his other arm and legs around me. "Bats."

My heart races faster. We stay silent, our breath and heartbeats the only sound, and drift through the cave. It takes about a half hour. When we finally get to the opening, I sigh in relief.

Andre paddles us to the edge. We get off the tube and onto dry land.

"Now what?" I ask.

"Time to put on clothes."

"Aww." I pout.

"I have no objections to staying naked, but you might not like the bugs." He digs in the backpack and hands me clothes. We get changed, and he says, "I'll make a fire. Let me collect some things to burn."

"I can help."

"All right. Pick up twigs, dry leaves, bark, anything dry, really." He pulls a small flashlight out of his bag, and we find enough kindling.

He removes a piece of flint out of his bag.

I laugh.

He scrunches his face. "What's so funny?"

"You're like Rambo."

"Rambo?"

"Yep."

"I'm not sure if I'm supposed to be excited or insulted."

"Don't be insulted."

"No?"

"Nope."

He goes back to starting the fire, and it catches within moments.

I softly clap my hands.

He scoots back against a large tree trunk and pulls me into his lap, creating a path of tingles as he caresses my back. "Have you ever been married?"

I try to appear serious and nonchalantly reply, "Who said I wasn't?"

The blood drains from his face and his body stiffens. "Sorry. Ummm...you aren't wearing a ring."

I shrug. "Oh. Yeah, well, the cartel stole it."

More panic crosses his face. "Oh... I... How long have you been married?"

"Since I was eighteen."

His face turns red with anger. He quietly says, "Wow."

I can't mislead him anymore. "You should see your face right now."

He scowls.

"I'm joking. I've never been married."

Relief fills his face. "Naomi, that wasn't cool."

I put my hand on his hot cheek. "I'm sorry."

He angrily says, "I don't sleep with married women."

Crap. He's pissed.

"I'm sorry," I repeat, "What about you? Have you ever been married?"

"A long time ago."

"What happened?"

He raises his eyebrows. "We were young. I was in the Marines and always gone. She cheated on me."

My pulse quickens. "You're joking, right? To get me back?"

"No."

Way to screw up.

I straddle him. "I'm sorry. I shouldn't have—"

He puts his finger over my lips. "It's okay. It was a long time ago. You didn't know. Sorry I got upset."

"You don't have anything to apologize for."

A grunting snort fills the air, and I jump. "What is that?"

Andre puts his hand on his gun and his other arm around me. "Probably a jaguar."

And I was going to leave by myself.

I stroke his head. "Hey. Thank you for coming with me."

"You don't have to thank me."

"I do. You're going to lose a lot from this, aren't you?"

His jaw clenches. "Lose is only one way to look at it."

"What do you mean?"

His eyes flicker from the light of the fire. "Maybe there's a lot to gain."

Flutters take off in my stomach. The concept of Andre and me after this is over is something I've not had a chance to consider, but every part of me wants it to be possible.

I lean in to kiss him; the stirring in my loins once again leaves me breathless and wanting more. But I don't even know where home will be. I never expected to be in this situation. I can't go back to Belize right now, and I'm scared I may never be able to. I've never lived anywhere else and don't know where we are going or if I would even fit into his life outside of Belize.

"So, where are we going?" I ask.

"Omoa, Honduras."

"Why there?"

"An old Marine buddy of mine lives there. He'll be able to get you a passport."

"Where are we going after Omoa?"

"I'm not sure yet."

Panic fills me. I sit up straighter. "Then how will Emilia and I meet up?"

"Don't worry. Malin will bring her to us."

"How?"

"Naomi, I need you to trust me."

"I..." I sigh and turn away, my heart races and pain grows in my gut. Emilia has always been my responsibility. She's had enough bad things happen to her and doesn't deserve to be in the situation she's in because of me. Now she's with a stranger, a man neither of us knows, and I worry about her being able to handle herself through this stress.

"Naomi—"

"I'm sorry, Andre. I trust you. I do. But I'm not wired like this. I'm a journalist. I'm used to asking questions and digging to find answers. I..." The air becomes thicker and my chest tightens. My lungs can't seem to get enough air and I swallow down acid.

He repositions me and holds me tight. "I don't have all the answers, but I'll figure it out. We have to take this one step at a time."

Silence ensues, except for the sounds of the jungle animals. As I continue to fight for air, Andre pulls me closer and kisses my head, then my lips. His affection starts to soothe me when he says, "I know this is hard for you. As soon as I know, I'll tell you."

"Am I a fugitive?" Panic seizes me again.

"No. You aren't a criminal. But I don't trust the U.S. President. Who knows what he'll do once he finds out we didn't deliver you?"

I shudder. The face of the President pops into my mind, along with the crawling sensation on my skin I always feel whenever he's on the news.

Andre slides farther down, ending flat on the ground, taking me with him. "Close your eyes and get some sleep. Tomorrow is going to be a long day."

"Are you going to sleep?"

He strokes my hair. "Don't worry. I'll protect you."

"I didn't mean it like that." I trace his lip. "You need rest, too."

He kisses me. "I'll be fine. I'm wired differently." He winks and wraps his arms around me. I close my eyes, encased in the warmth and safety of his arms.

It doesn't take long to fall asleep. He's an oversized pillow I sink into. I sleep for several hours, and when I wake, it's still dark. The fire is out, but Andre's eyes are watching me, as if he hasn't taken them off me.

I roll on top of him. "Have you slept?"

"No."

"Do I need to exhaust you so you get some rest?"

The heat of the beast fills his eyes. His erection hardens under my stomach.

Guess that's a yes.

I lift his shirt and kiss his torso. Unbuckling his pants, I release his growing manhood. My tongue glides across his stomach as it rises and falls faster with each breath. I dip lower, and his hand slides into my hair.

I lick and suck every inch of him, listening to his breathing, enjoying the way he tugs on my hair and controls my advances, pleasing him until he's so hard, pre-cum is spilling into my mouth.

He sits up. In a quick movement, he flips me on my knees and yanks my pants down. Fisting my hair, he pulls my head back and thrusts into me with his cheek next to mine.

"Fuck, Naomi," he growls and puts his other hand in the dirt so his fingers lock into mine. His mouth sucks on my neck, and his teeth graze against my skin.

"Oh God," I cry out.

The heat from his body merges into my cells. My skin breaks out in a sweat, and my face scorches against his. I urgently circle my ass into his body.

He releases my hair and slaps my ass cheek then rubs it as electricity shoots through my nerves.

"Yes," I cry out.

"You want more?" he barks.

"Yes. Oh God...yes!"

He slaps me again, and the walls of my sex clench his shaft.

He grunts in my ear, breathing hard.

He pounds into me, hitting my sweet spot, and I unravel. His arm catches me when I buckle, holding me up tight to his muscular body.

I spasm so intensely on his cock, my toes curl during my convulsions.

"Mine," he growls and licks behind my ear.

"Andre!"

"Tell me," he orders through clenched teeth.

"Yo...oh God," I scream out as another wave of endorphins crashes through my body.

"Tell me you're mine."

"I'm yours." And it's true. I'm his. He fills something in me I didn't know needed attention: something raw and carnal but safe and freeing.

I'm in unchartered waters. I'm used to independence and a bit of loneliness at times. No one takes care of me. I take care of others.

But everything is different with Andre. I've only known him a short time, but he's already proven he'll protect and sacrifice for me. And I've never had any man do either of those things.

My relationships are always surface level and rarely anything more. Only once was there a glimpse of anything else, but it never felt anything like this; sexually, mentally, or emotionally. My former ex-boyfriend never put my needs over his own.

I won't lie to myself or Andre. All of me wants him for the long term. I don't know what it means or how it will work or if it's even possible. Does he mean I'm his now or later? But he's lifted the bar about what a man should be, and I'm now past the point of no return.

He thrusts deep into me one last time and stretches my walls as we both shatter into our highs.

My body is a rag doll he holds. He rolls onto his ass and straddles me over him. "Don't just say it."

"I'm not," I whisper, surprised a man so strong and powerful could be emotionally capable of telling me what he wants, as if he needs me more than I need him.

He nods and kisses me as if I'm his everything. As if no problems in our world exist, and the only two people who matter are us.

And I wish it were the case.
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Andre

When I open my eyes, Naomi's tracing the Semper Fi tattoo on my arm, creating zings wherever her finger touches.

Good. I didn't dream of her.

I never expected her when I rescued her. She lit something in me I didn't know existed, and I'm not sure what to make of it, but I am sure I want more of whatever she'll give me.

I stroke her head.

She shyly glances up, still a bit sleepy. It's the first time I've seen that expression on her. It only stirs my testosterone further. "Morning."

"Have you been up long?"

"Not too long. Glad you got some sleep."

"You said you would wear me out," I tease her.

She blushes then crawls on my chest and kisses me.

I cup her ass and palm her head.

Every kiss she gives me is sunshine. Warm. Bright. Invigorating.

The morning is barely light. While I would love to go another round this morning, the longer we stay in Belize, the more danger Naomi is in. "We need to get moving."

"Can I wash up first?"

"Yep."

We clean up in the river, and I rip open a pack of military rations. It's a highly concentrated energy bar of macros. I tear a piece off for her and me.

"I'll find something better for dinner tonight."

She beams as she strokes my cheek. "Aww. Aren't you sweet? You're going to take me to the first five-star restaurant we see?"

I chuckle, "Something like that."

She smirks. "Okay, Rambo."

"Still not sure how to take your nickname," I tell her.

She leans in. "I always thought Rambo was pretty sexy."

"But I'm sexier, right?"

"Definitely." She winks and takes a bite of her breakfast.

We finish before getting back in the tube. She lays across my body, and I palm her ass. "This rescue mission has so many perks."

She raises her eyebrows. "You don't rescue women and have hot jungle sex all the time?"

"Nope. But glad you agree the sex is hot."

She blushes.

She's so damn sexy and doesn't even know it.

I kiss her forehead. "Relax and enjoy the ride."

For several hours we ride down the river, quietly talking about different things and learning more about each other. The glimpse of the person she is makes me want her more.

I had never heard of Naomi Salazar before I arrived in Belize. But it's clear she's become a well-known journalist and developed a career not many people have been able to accomplish.

"Why did you become a reporter?"

"Something about the truth always intrigued me. I love discovering what's hidden so injustices can be corrected."

"So, it's your way of making a difference?"

"I suppose so."

"It's your form of adrenaline, then?"

She softly laughs, "I guess that's one way to look at it."

"Is it fair to say most Belizeans would recognize you?"

"Highly probable."

I need to get her out of this country.

The current slows, and it's pointless to stay in the tube.

"Looks like we're walking from here."

"I'm going to get out of my wet suit," she says.

I cross my arms and wiggle my eyebrows.

"Are you a perv, too?"

"Yep."

She slowly releases the strings of her top then tosses it to me before repeating the same with her bottoms. Every move she makes, I focus on, trying not to drool while staring at the fullness of her naked breasts, while her nipples begin to pebble.

She smirks. "Are you going to just stare at me?"

My eyes travel to her waist. I swallow the thick knot forming in my throat. "Can't blame me, can you?"

She bites a smile and holds her hand out.

I give her her clothes, and she puts them on, then says, "Your turn."

"My turn?"

"Mmhhmm."

Fair is fair.

I remove my underwear.

She checks me out then saunters behind me and slaps my ass.

I'm tempted to turn around, remove her clothes, and fuck her up against the tree, but I restrain myself, knowing we need to get moving.

Her fingers grip my shoulders. She kisses my back, and lightning bolts shoot through my skin. "Okay. You can put your clothes on now."

"You sure?"

Great, I'm hard again.

She drags her finger down my back and pats my ass. "Yep."

If only there were more time.

I put my clothes on and glance at the compass on my watch to make sure we are heading in the right direction. We walk for several hours, taking short breaks from time to time. The river is curvy. I debate whether we should follow it or continue south. I don't have a map or know Belize well.

"Why are we stopping?" Naomi asks.

"I'm debating."

"About?"

"I don't know what river we are on. Do you?"

She bites her lip and cringes. "No. I'm not positive."

"What's the face for?"

"Geography wasn't a subject I paid attention to in school."

I pick up a stick and kneel on the ground.

"What are you doing?"

"You'll see." I draw the outline of Belize, the part where Guatemala borders it, then Honduras. I mark an X where Omoa is then point to another spot on the ground. "We are somewhere in this vicinity."

"How do you know?"

"We started here," I point my stick higher, "but the river flows south."

"It's too bad we can't just take a boat over to Omoa. We could get there quicker." Naomi slides her finger through the sand.

"Very good. You know where the ocean is!"

She swats me. "Very funny. But you could swim, and I'll hold on to your back, Rambo."

"I'm seriously getting a complex."

"Why? Are you scared of sharks?"

"Funny."

Her face falls. "So, are we going toward the coast, then?"

I stare at the map I drew on the ground and peer at my surroundings. I draw a line down the middle. "I think if we go toward the sea too soon, we might end up exploring more of the coast than we want. It might be best to stay centered for now."

Naomi rises and claps the dirt off her hands. "You're the boss."

"I'm going to remember you said that," I tease her.

"Only for geographical issues."

My eyes trail down her body and back up again. "You sure about that?"

She grins and elbows me. "Let's go." She takes a step away.

I drag her back to me and kiss her. "I was right. You are sassy."

"What do you want—"

I cover her mouth as gruff voices of men ring through the air. Her eyes widen, and I scan the lush jungle landscape.

At least a dozen men carrying machine guns and wearing military fatigues are on the other side of the river. I swiftly move Naomi with me to a big tree. "Get down," I murmur in her ear.

She crouches, and I position my body behind hers.

The men are yelling out things in Spanish, which isn't a language I know. French, Bulgarian, and Italian I've mastered. I can even hold my own in Russian, but I know very few Spanish words.

Time moves slowly. The pumping of my heart bangs in my ears.

When the men have moved farther into the jungle and several minutes have passed, I rise and pull Naomi up with me. "Are you fluent in Spanish?"

"Yes."

"What did they say?"

"They're Santiago's men and are trying to find him."

Santiago is missing after several days?

He's still running around in Belize?

I need to get Naomi out of this country.

"Let's go."

Straight or follow the river?

Straight south will probably be more direct to the border.

I lead us away from the river. The foliage isn't too thick at first, but the farther we travel, the denser it becomes. No matter what direction we turn, it's a blanket of trees. Several scrapes form on Naomi's skin from the brush. I've got camouflage cargo pants on, but she's only in shorts and a T-shirt. I don't have anything to give her for better protection and try to shield her as best as I can, but it's nearly impossible. I worry I made the wrong decision. We finally get to a small trail.

I stop and crouch down to look at her legs, which are covered in scratches. Blood drips from several of them. "Crap. I'm sorry, Naomi."

"It's not your fault."

The first aid kit I brought has some antiseptic and disinfectant cloths. I tend to her cuts and spray the medication so she doesn't get an infection. "This one is pretty deep."

"I'll be fine."

"There's a lot of dirt in it, too." I try to clean it out as best as I can without hurting her, and guilt shoots through me.

I should have kept following the river so she didn't get hurt. She's not dressed for deep foliage.

She winces but never complains.

When I am almost finished, she puts her arms around my shoulders. I glance up, and she slides her fingers along the back of my head. "Thanks."

"You're a good sport. But I'm sorry I chose this route."

"I'm okay. You're doing the best you can to get me out of here."

"It's not good enough if you get hurt in the process."

"Scrapes will heal. Stop worrying."

I drag my finger next to the wound I'm worried about. "This could get infected."

She brings her lips to mine and sweetly kisses me. "It's not your fault. Should we keep moving?"

"Yeah." I rise, and we begin our journey down the small trail.

After several hours of walking, it begins to rain. The water is initially warm then changes to a cooler temperature as time passes.

Goose bumps break out on Naomi's skin and she hugs her arms to her chest.

I pick her up to carry her.

She wraps her arms around my shoulders. "What are you doing?"

"You're cold. I'm trying to warm you up."

"I can walk."

Lightning streaks through the sky, and she jumps in my arms.

Shelter. I need to find some shelter.

But we need to keep moving.

The forest is so thick, we wouldn't get far. I stay at the edge of the tree line, but it doesn't matter. The rain pounds down. Naomi shakes in my arms.

I try to hold her tighter, but cold water has soaked her shorts and T-shirt. Her bare legs and arms have no protection.

Time passes, and the rain doesn't let up. Nighttime approaches, and the light of the day turns into foggy darkness.

At first, I wonder if I'm seeing things, but my eyes don't fail me. A cabin sits on the edge of the woods. An older model truck is parked next to the house, but all the lights are out.

Weeds as high as the top of the tires surround the truck.

No one has been here for a long time.

We get to the door. I set Naomi down and try the knob, but it's locked, so I rummage in my bag and pull my pocketknife out.

Within a minute, we're standing inside the cabin. There's a small kitchen against the wall, a couch, queen-sized bed, and a bathroom area. It even has a small porta-potty. The smell of dust fills my nose, and it's clear no one has been here in ages.

There's a fireplace with wood next to it. I wish I could light it but it’s too big of a risk someone will know we are here. I turn to Naomi.

"Take your wet clothes off."

She smiles. "Well, aren't you forward."

I kiss her and slap her ass then go to the cupboards and practically do a happy dance. It's stocked full of canned goods and other pre-packaged items.

"I've got your five-star dinner."

"Ohhh. What did you find?" She pulls her shirt over her head and hangs it on the hook next to the fireplace.

"Fruit, sardines, and crackers."

She pumps her fist in the air then sneezes.

"Get those clothes off so you don't get sick."

She gives me a little salute and finishes undressing.

I open a cabinet and find blankets. I wrap one around her then remove my clothes and take one for myself.

Naomi grabs two plates from the cabinet.

"They have water, too!" She pulls a package out from the bottom cabinet.

"Perfect. We should fill the canteen up before we leave."

We sit at the two-person table, and I open the contents of the food I found. Naomi uncaps the water bottles.

I put a sardine on a cracker and hold it up to her mouth.

She wrinkles her nose. "They smell so gross."

"Agreed, but it's protein. You should eat it."

She sighs and eats it.

"You're a lot different than I would have assumed," I tell her.

"What do you mean?"

I hold up her perfectly manicured hand. It now has dirt caked around the nail bed. "If I saw you on the street, I would think you were high-maintenance. This situation we're in, it's not easy. You haven't complained once."

The silence practically buzzes as her face hardens, she blinks, and focuses on the wooden floor.

"Sorry. I didn't mean to insult you."

She slowly glances up. "You didn't. But it's ironic you would perceive me that way. I didn't grow up with much. My mother did her best to raise Emilia and me, but we were poor."

"You've fought harder than most to get what you have, then."

"I guess."

I fix her another sardine cracker.

She reluctantly eats it while wrinkling her nose.

I pick up a peach out of its can and lean closer to her, holding it to her mouth. "I think you're beautiful and smart and incredible."

Her blue eyes shine brighter. Desire floods me in a torrential storm.

There's something about Naomi I can't get enough of. And I don't want to.

My marriage was a mistake so many years ago when I was young and dumb. It seems light-years away. Every woman I've been with since hasn't been anyone to keep my attention.

Naomi is different. A unique treasure that doesn't come around twice in one life.

She puts her lips around the peach, eats it, then picks up my hand and sucks the juice off my finger.

Instinct takes over. The animal inside me escapes. She's awakened something in me I've never felt before, and I need her.

I scoot the chair back and fall to my knees then yank her chair toward me and shove my hands into the blanket, opening it up so her body is exposed to me.

For a moment, I contemplate where to feast first, but then I lean in and suck on her breasts, palm her back, and tug her body closer to mine.

She gasps and digs her fingers into my head.

I pick my head up and ravage her mouth with my tongue then move my lips to her ear. Licking her earlobe, I murmur, "You make me unhinged."

Her warm breath seeps into the curve of my neck. A delicious teasing of her tongue slides across my skin, and testosterone beats in my veins.

I dip down to her legs and wrap them around my shoulders, the carnal beast inside me unleashed and needing to be fed.

The tips of her fingers grip my shoulders, and the hum of her soft moan fills my ears.

My lips travel to the inside of her thighs, kissing the soft skin of her flesh. Blazing heat rolls out of the epicenter of her pleasure, and the smell of her sex creates a chaotic zing of adrenaline in my veins.

The first taste of her on my tongue does nothing to satiate me. It's a teaser. I eagerly lap up her juices, holding her so close to my face, I can hardly breathe.

A quivering begins as her body vibrates in my mouth and arms. The sharpness of her nails digs into my back, and her cries become louder and more frequent.

It all stirs my blood, which boils, pumps, and flows with such an intensity, I groan into her pussy.

She screams out my name, arching her back, then collapsing over my head.

I wipe my arm across my mouth and rise, quickly lifting her off the chair and taking two steps to the bed. I lay her on her back and pull her ass to the end of the mattress, holding her ankles to my chest and entering her in one desperate, eager thrust.

"Andre," comes flying out of her mouth. Her face is flushed, her skin glistens. Everything perfect, beautiful, and honest resides and shines in her.

"Want me, Naomi," I growl, sliding faster in and out of her.

"I do." Her voice shakes as her walls gloriously clench my shaft.

"Not just now. After this is over. Want me then."

Her mouth forms an O, and her chest heaves. "I will. I already know."

I swallow hard. My loins burn, my body craves to release. I pound into her faster, and her body trembles so hard, it could rival an earthquake.

She drives me into a powerful eruption. When we come down from our high, I pull her in my arms.

"I mean it, Naomi."

She nods.

"I want you after this. I don't know what it looks like or where we'll be, but I don't want to go back to before you."

She strokes my cheek. "I don't want to go back, either."

"No?"

"No." She climbs over me and kisses me, re-riling the beast and redefining the man I am.

Adrenaline has been my drug for years. I'm now in a paradise of addiction with her. It's an obsession I don't want to end. It's one I already know I won't be able to overcome.

And I'll go to the ends of the earth to protect her.
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Naomi

"Naomi," Andre murmurs in my ear, his deep voice resonating throughout my tired body.

"Hmmm?" I turn into his warm body and open my eyes.

He strokes my cheek with his pinky. "Sorry, baby, but we have to get moving."

I yawn and stretch my arms. "This bed was a nice treat."

Andre kisses me, and I hungrily flick my tongue in his mouth. He pulls away, heat fills his eyes, and he murmurs, "Agreed."

I check out his fully clothed body, and a stab of disappointment fills me.

I guess a round before we leave is out of the question.

"How long have you been up?" I ask.

He drags his finger over my breast and down my torso. "A few hours."

I shudder. "Do you ever sleep?"

"I got more than the last few nights. All refreshed," he absentmindedly says, tilting his hand and moving across my mound, then back up my stomach and over my other nipple.

I blow out air, and he chuckles.

I touch the lines around his eyes. "When this is over, will you sleep more?"

"Yeah."

"So it's just when you're in survival mode you don't sleep a lot?"

"Guess that's one way to put it." He pecks me on the lips. "Time to go."

I put my arms around him. "No playtime?"

He hesitates, glances at my naked body again, then rises. "We gotta go."

"Aww." I pout but get out of bed to quickly dress. I use the bathroom, which I also have a sudden appreciation for, even though it doesn't have indoor plumbing. Andre packs a paper bag with food from the cabinet. He also puts the remaining case of water on the table.

"How are we going to carry everything?"

He dangles keys in his hands and grins.

"Please tell me those are to the truck outside."

"It's gotta be. Let's hope it runs." He points to two red gas tanks by the door. "Found those in the cabinet."

We leave the cabin. I carry the water and brown bag. Andre takes the fuel and puts it in the back of the truck bed. We get inside. It takes a few tries, but it eventually starts.

"Woo-hoo!" I call out.

Andre chuckles. He reverses, and we continue down the small path in the jungle.

"Do you think the main road is near?" I ask.

"Let's hope."

I rifle through the paper bag and tear open a granola bar then hold it to Andre's mouth. "Have some breakfast."

He bites it. "Mmm. Chocolate chips. Breakfast of champions."

"Gotta love a sugar jolt in the morning." I take a bite.

"I'd kill for some coffee, bacon, and eggs."

"Ugh. Don't torture me talking about it." I put another piece to his lips then finish the last part.

I turn the dial on the radio. After several minutes of static, I finally pick up a reggae station.

A Bob Marley song comes on, and Andre and I both sing along. Halfway through it, the music dies, a beeping blares through the speakers, and the radio DJ cuts in.

"We're sorry to interrupt, but we just received notice investigative journalist, Naomi Salazar, and her sister, Emilia, have been missing for over forty-eight hours. It's believed Colombian drug lord Santiago Gómez's cartel kidnapped the sisters."

I turn the volume up. Goose bumps break out on my arms.

"Shit," Andre mumbles.

"Footage from the parking garage of the TV station where Naomi works revealed two men, identified as members of the cartel, forcing her into their vehicle. Authorities have discovered close to three dozen of Santiago's men dead, southwest of Belize City. Police aren't disclosing the location of where they found the bodies but stated it was somewhere in the jungle. At this time, officials are not sure if the Salazar sisters are still with the cartel or if another organization has abducted them. Possible suspects would be the Torres Cartel or Guatemalan guerrillas. The Belizean government has issued a twenty-thousand-dollar reward for the recovery of either Salazar sister. If you have any information on either sister, please call your local authorities immediately."

"Great," Andre groans.

A chill runs deep in my bones. "Twenty thousand dollars is a lot of money. People won't think twice about reporting it if they see my sister or me."

"Pull my baseball cap out of my bag. As soon as we get on the main road, put it on. We can't risk anyone seeing you. It's not a big disguise, but it will give you some coverage."

"What about my sister? Is there a way to warn her and Malin?" I dig into the bag to find the hat.

"No. We can't risk turning my phone on. Interpol will have me traced within seconds."

"But we need to warn her!"

Andre puts his hand on my leg. "Naomi, Malin won't have his phone on. There is no way to warn them."

"So there isn't anything we can do?"

"I'm sorry, but no. Malin will be careful though."

"Emilia can't—" My heart beats faster.

"She can't what?" Andre quietly asks.

I swallow the thick lump in my throat.

"What is it?" he asks.

How do I explain this?

What am I even trying to say?

My hands are tied. I can't help her.

"Malin will take care of her, right? He won't let her out of his sight?"

"Yes. You don't need to worry about her." His voice is full of confidence.

I exhale and try to convince myself Andre wouldn't keep telling me Malin will take care of Emilia if he won't.

"Ah, the road." Andre turns onto a two-lane dirt road. He glances at me. "Naomi, what's going on? You look like you're going to get sick."

"My sister doesn't deserve this."

A deep line forms between his eyebrows. "And you do?"

"I can handle it."

"What makes you think she can't?"

I swallow the thick lump forming. "She shouldn't have to go through anything bad again."

"Why do I feel like you aren't talking about her kidnapping?"

My stomach twists. I stare out the window, the trees becoming one large sea of green as tears form.

Andre picks up my hand and strokes the back of it with his thumb. "Naomi?"

I close my eyes. "Emilia's been through a lot. My mother dated a guy...he..."

Andre stays silent.

I roll my head against the back of the headrest, my face toward him. "We moved in with him. My mother was so happy. He seemed perfect and had a decent job."

"What happened?" he quietly asks.

My voice shakes. The pitch in my stomach intensifies. "She was ten. I was fifteen and into my friends. I didn't pay attention."

"You were a kid."

I shamefully admit, "Almost an adult. It's my little sister. I should have noticed her change in attitude. Or how he looked at her or the fear in her eyes when he was in the same room."

He squeezes my hand tighter as the first car we've seen since leaving passes us. "How did you find out?"

"I walked in on them. Emilia was crying and he was on top of her. It had been going on for almost a year. My mom came home from work early, and I was screaming at him."

"What did your mom do?"

"She told us to grab whatever we could, and we left within minutes."

"Your mom sounds like a strong woman."

"She was. We moved in with my aunt. My mother never forgave herself, and Emilia..." I turn away again. My insides shake thinking about it all.

He kisses my hand. "Malin said Gómez's men groped her?"

"She told him?"

"Yes."

"I didn't know she said anything." Surprise fills me.

Since when does Emilia trust a man the moment she meets him to tell him something of that nature?

"That must have been extra traumatizing for her."

I wipe my cheek. "Emilia doesn't feel safe around a lot of men. She's had a hard time dating. I was surprised how comfortable she seemed around Malin. She didn't argue with me about going with him, and I expected her to."

"He'll take care of her. I've known Malin since my first day in the Marines. She's his responsibility now. He'll die before he lets something happen to her."

I take a deep breath, trying to calm my nerves. Ever since I discovered what Emilia went through, guilt has riddled me. Whatever I can do to make sure she is physically safe and mentally okay, I will. "Not being near her or knowing where she is right now scares me."

"Malin will bring her to us. You'll see," Andre assures me.

We pass another few cars.

"We must be getting closer to a town," he says.

I push the cap lower on my head. "I wonder how far we are from the border."

"Hopefully, we'll pass some signs for the town we're approaching."

"Does that mean I need to know geography?"

Andre laughs, "Bonus, if you do."

"What do I get for my prize?"

A cocky grin crosses his face, and he licks his lips. "To be determined."

Little flutters erupt in my stomach.

The road gets busier with traffic. Signs for Punta Gorda pop up, and my flutters turn from excited to nervous. "Punta Gorda is the most southern town in Belize along the coast. Once you get past there, it's all jungle again."

"So you do know some geography," he teases.

"Get ready for my reward."

He cockily smirks. "I'm always ready to give."

I laugh and my flutters intensify.

"Have you been here before?" he asks.

"Yes. Quite a bit. My best friend from college lives here."

"How well do you know the area? Can you get to her house?"

"It's not a her."

Andre raises his eyebrows. "Okay. Can you navigate us to his house?"

"Yes."

"And you trust him?"

Darien and I were hot and heavy in college. He wanted to move back home and marry me. I wanted a career. We stayed good friends and had a friends-with-benefits relationship for years. In all reality, he's the only man I've been close to or ever considered marrying.

The last time I saw Darien was two years ago. He told me we needed to stop our casual status.

"Every time we're together, you give me hope of our life together, but it's never going to be, is it?" he asked.

"Move to Belize City and we can be together," I told him.

"You know I can't leave Punta Gorda, Naomi. My business and family are all here."

"I'm working on my drug cartel story. You know how important this is to me."

"I told you to drop that. You'll get yourself killed."

I ignored his warning. "My career is in Belize City. Emilia is there, too."

"She can move here."

"What about my career?"

"You don't have to work. I can provide enough for us. Emilia, too. Move to Punta Gorda. We can start a family."

"I want to work. And I don't think kids are in the cards for me."

"Why not?"

"Darien, we've been over this. I'm not mother material."

"You're just scared. You would make a great mom."

"I don't want to be one."

"What kind of woman doesn't want to be a mother?"

"The same woman who has been telling you this for the last twenty years."

With disappointment and hurt in his eyes, he shook his head. "God, I'm such an idiot."

"No, you aren't."

"That's my problem, Naomi. I've wasted twenty years."

"Darien, please don't say that."

"It's true. You're never giving up your career, are you?"

"Did I ever say I would?" I cried out.

His jaw clenched and he turned away from me.

I lowered my voice. "I'm sorry if… Did you really believe I would eventually quit?"

He sighed and turned back. "I think deep down, I knew you wouldn't. But it's what I've always hoped."

"I'm sorry, but I'm not quitting. This is my dream. I've worked hard to get where I am."

"I know. And I'm proud of you, really, I am. But I can't keep doing this. I'm wasting my life, and I need to move on."

"What are you saying, then?"

"If you aren't going to stop this story and move to Punta Gorda, then we're done."

"Darien—"

"No. I think we need to stop. I'm not going to watch you stick your nose into the cartel's business, and I'm not going to keep hoping you'll move here. We're done, Naomi."

"What exactly does done mean?"

"No more phone calls. No emails or texts. If you change your mind, you know where to find me. But I have to let you go."

I left Punta Gorda in tears, wondering if I was making the right choice. Darien was always good to me. We had fun together. I trusted him, and he's a good man.

I felt like I lost my best friend. In many ways, I did.

At first, it was hard. I'd read or see something I would usually call or text him about and have to stop myself. One day, it hit me. I didn't miss him because I loved him. Loneliness was what caused me to almost run back to him, and it's what the catalyst for all our meetups over the years stemmed from.

Darien was comfortable. He was safe. I loved him. But I wasn't in love with him.

But he was in love with me. I always knew it. So I needed to respect his request and stay away so he could move on with his life.

Andre's deep voice rips me out of my thoughts, "Naomi?"

"Hmm?"

His eyes turn to slits. "Do you trust him?"

"Yes, I trust him with my life."

Something passes in Andre's eyes, but I'm not sure what. As soon as it's there, it's gone. "Tell me where to go."

My stomach twists in knots. I point to the road ahead. "Turn left."

For several miles, we don't talk, except for when I tell Andre where to turn. We drive through town and get to the coast.

"Turn right."

A few miles out of town, I point to a cottage with several boats tied to the dock. "Pull in there."

Andre turns off the truck, and I put my hand on his arm.

"Can you give me a few minutes?"

He hesitates but says, "Sure."

"I umm..." I blow a big breath of air out.

"Had a relationship with this guy?"

"Yeah."

"It was serious?"

How do I even answer that?

I swallow hard. "On and off."

"For how long?"

"Twenty years."

His jaw clenches. "Do you love him?"

"Not in love, but yes. I love him and always will."

Andre takes a deep breath as he stares at the house.

"I—"

"Do what you have to do, Naomi," he says without looking at me.

"Andre—"

He turns to me. His expression is stone, and I can't figure out what he's thinking. And it scares me. "Go. You don't need to say anything else."

My insides churn. It's another situation I've never been in before. Darien's someone I would never want to hurt, but I don't want to hurt Andre, either. Most of all, I don't want to jeopardize anything growing between Andre and me.

I search his eyes, but they reveal nothing. My stomach drops.

He points to the house and booms, "Go."

I get out of the truck and knock on the door. No one answers. I walk around the house and toward the sea.

Darien is on the boat, cleaning it. His black hair has silver in it, which wasn't there two years prior. The back of his body still is all muscle and his skin is sun-kissed, as usual. He spins when I step on the dock and lets go of the hose. "Naomi?" A smile fills his face. He quickly steps out of the boat.

"Darien."

He pulls me into a hug and kisses my cheek.

His embrace is warm, familiar, and comforting. But it only feels as any friend's would. At least, on my end.

"What are you doing here?" Hope springs in his eyes. I hate I'm going to crush him once again.

"I need your help. I'm in trouble."

He cups my face, and his warm brown eyes fill with worry. "Why? What's wrong?"

"You haven't seen the news?"

A line creases between his eyes. "No."

"There is a reward for me."

"Reward? What are you talking about?"

"I've been working on my story. A few days ago, the Colombian cartel kidnapped me and—"

"Oh my God! Naomi, are you okay?"

"Yeah. I'm fine. But they're looking for me."

"The cartel?"

"Yes, and others. It's a long story, but I can't go back, and I can't stay in Belize right now."

"Why not?"

"I'll tell you, but can we go inside?"

"Yes, of course. Let's go." He puts his arm around me.

I freeze. "Okay. But there's something else I need to tell you first." The knot in my throat grows. I try to swallow it, but it doesn't move.

"What is it?"

"I'm... I'm not here alone."

"Who are you here with?"

"The man who rescued me."

His eyes turn to slits. "And?"

Tell him and be done with it.

"And we're together."

He removes his arm from me and the only sound is the waves hitting the shore.

Darien looks at the sky then back at me. His face grows redder by the second. He barks, "You were kidnapped a few days ago?"

"Yes."

"And you've gotten into a relationship with the man who saved you since then?"

My pulse throbs in my veins. "Yes."

He folds his arms over his chest and turns toward the water.

I put my hand on his arm. "Darien, I'm—"

He turns back. His face hardens. "It's fine. Let's go inside."

"Darien—"

"Let's not, Naomi." His eyes drill into mine. "Come inside. Tell me what I can do to help you."

"Darien—"

"Don't," he growls.

I release a nervous breath. I feel horrible I'm hurting him.

"What's his name?"

"Andre."

He nods. "Tell him to come in." He turns, and I don't take my eyes off him until he's inside the house.

I gaze out at the sea, watching the waves crash and listening to the birds screech, trying to pull my emotions and thoughts together. But there's nothing to calm the quivering in my gut.

Darien Cal is a beautiful, painful scar from my past. I've just torn it open and let it bleed on my present.

And I wonder how I'm going to get through this to keep Andre Lòpez as my future.
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Andre

Don't be an asshole. She said she isn't in love with him.

But he's still in love with her.

Can't blame the guy. It's Naomi. She's not only smoking hot but smart and amazing. There's no other woman like her on the planet.

Please don't let her be in love with him.

Darien and I have been eying each other for the past hour. Naomi paces the room, staying away from both of us. She nervously glances between Darien and me while we discuss our current predicament and what the best plan forward is.

Part of me wants to hate the guy. I can't. He wants what is best for Naomi.

But I don't like him, either.

It's got to be killing him. I'm in his house, but he's allowing it for her sake.

Don't let your guard down. He still wants your woman.

They have a history together.

Twenty years' worth.

"Naomi, what made you think butting into the drug cartel's business would be safe for you?" Darien glares at her.

"It's hurting the people of Belize. Someone has to shed light on what is going on."

"Didn't have to be you."

"I was trying to make a difference."

"I warned you to stay away from it!"

"So Belizeans can continue to die?"

He points at her. "You never learn, do you?"

"Hey. She's doing her job. Lay off her," I bark, pissed off with his tone and trying to respect the fact we are in his house. I also don't want to step on Naomi's toes or appear as if I'm just jealous over their relationship. But I am no longer able to watch his anger toward her, which probably is really toward me, unfold.

He scowls. "Did she tell you about the time she investigated the prison system and had death threats?"

"No. But sounds to me like she's doing a hell of a job shedding light on injustices." Naomi's job isn't always safe, but I'm proud of her bravery and moral compass.

He focuses again on Naomi. "You're pissing off the wrong people."

"Change the subject," I growl.

"Whatever," he mutters. "Why do you need to get to Omoa? There isn't a lot there."

"My buddy from the Marines lives there. He can get Naomi a passport. I have mine, but it's best if I get a new one, too, so Interpol can't track me."

"Where are you going once you have it?"

"Haven't decided yet."

And you are on a need-to-know basis and you don't need to know.

I may not have all the answers, and I have no reason not to trust Darien regarding Naomi's safety. He appears to have her best interests in mind, but something in my gut doesn't trust the guy. But I'm not sure if it's my jealousy of their history or a legitimate concern.

His eyes narrow into slits. "Kind of an important detail, don't you think?"

"I'll figure it out once we get out of Belize."

"So, you're going to take Naomi out of the country, and then what? You're going to be on the run all the time?"

And now you're an asshole.

No, he isn't. He's right.

"Hopefully not."

"Hopefully?" he seethes. "What kind of plan is that?"

"Darien," Naomi cries out.

He turns to her. "No. You can't just be on the run for the rest of your life. That isn't any way to live."

"We don't have a choice right now," I tell him.

"You don't have a choice?" he spurts, his face red.

"No, we don't," I insist, getting angrier by the moment.

Keep your cool, Andre.

He steps closer. "Naomi deserves more than an unstable environment."

I cross my arms. "Yeah, I get that, but we aren't dealing with normal issues right now."

"It's not safe for her to be on the run."

"We need to leave so I can keep her safe."

"So, you can keep her safe?"

"Yeah, me."

His voice gets louder, and he motions to Naomi. "You call her current state safe?"

"What are you talking about?"

"Look at her!"

I glance at Naomi then back at him. "What about her?"

He points to her legs. "She looks like she got attacked. What happened?"

My blood boils. I growl, "You think I hurt her?"

"You call it keeping her safe?"

"Stop!" Naomi cries out.

"We were in the jungle doing what we had to in order to survive."

"Funny. I don't see any scars on your body."

"Darien!" Naomi reprimands.

I step closer. "What exactly are you insinuating?"

He doesn't back up. "She has blood marks."

"And I've been beating myself up for not following the river. But it wasn't intentional. I would never hurt her."

"You—"

"Stop it," Naomi screams and steps between us.

The silence is deafening. Darien and I scowl at each other.

She turns to Darien. "Andre is going to lose his job over this. He didn't deliver me to the U.S., which he was ordered to do. Everything he's worked for is at stake. He didn't hurt me and wouldn't."

"What about your career?" He raises his eyebrows.

"What do you mean?"

"Your job. If you leave Belize, what happens to it?"

"I... I don't know. But I can't do anything about my career right now."

He snottily says, "But it's the most important thing to you, isn't it?"

Hurt crosses Naomi's face.

He closes his eyes, rubs his face, then opens them. "I'm sorry."

She quietly says, "It's fine. I deserved that."

"No, you didn't." He goes to the window and gazes out at the ocean.

What's that all about?

"You don't need to go to Omoa. I can get you passports," he says.

"You can?" I ask.

He turns. "Yeah. I know a guy. Let me make a visit and see how long it'll take."

"Thank you."

He nods then scans Naomi. "Put a list together of what you need. I'll go to town and get it."

"Thanks, Darien."

"Don't thank me. You'd do the same for me, right?"

She smiles. "Yeah."

Envy rips through me. I hate the fact I have to rely on this guy right now.

"Okay, then. You know where the paper and pens are. Go write down what you need."

She's been here a lot.

The stirring of bitterness in my gut is something I'm not used to.

Darien points to me. "He needs more than his Rambo gear."

Naomi puts her hand over her mouth and stifles her smile.

You've got to be kidding me. "You, too?"

He shrugs. "Sorry, man. Calling it how I see it."

Naomi leaves the room.

Our eyes lock. I say, "Thank you for helping."

"I'll do anything to help Naomi. Make sure nothing happens to her."

"I will."

"Where did you get the truck?"

"We found a cabin in the woods last night and broke in. The truck was outside."

"So it's stolen?"

I cringe. "Sounds so bad."

He holds his hand up. "I'm not judging you. I'll open the garage. Best if you put it inside."

I nod and go outside. After I pull the truck in, he shuts the door.

"Shit," I groan.

"What?"

"We still have to go to Omoa."

"Why?"

"If we don't tell my friend in Omoa where we are going, Malin won't know where to bring Emilia."

"What's Emilia got to do with this?"

"Gómez's thugs kidnapped her, too."

His eyes widen. "Is she okay?"

"Yeah. Malin is bringing her."

"To Omoa?"

"Yes. Then wherever we are."

"Did they hurt her?"

"They groped her and tore her blouse."

He scrubs his face. "Bastards."

"Yep."

"I'll go to Omoa and talk to your friend. I can take the boat. Unless you're planning on staying in Honduras?"

"No. We need to get out of Central America."

His eyes turn to slits. "To where?"

"My first thought is Europe."

"Europe?" he says as if it's a horrible idea.

"I know it well. It's farther from the U.S., and Naomi won't be recognized there."

"You're going to take her away from everything she knows if you go there."

"Everything or you?" I blurt out.

Crap. Shut your mouth.

Darien crosses his arms and scowls. "You've known her for two days? Or three?"

"Doesn't matter."

"How convenient," he scoffs.

"Why don't you spit out whatever point you're trying to make?"

"I've known Naomi for twenty-two years. She'll get bored with you."

"Is that what happened between you two? You couldn't hold her attention?"

He snorts. "You think you can just sweep her off to Europe and she'll stay with you? The only thing she's ever been committed to is her career—it's what she's obsessed over. You aren't from here, but she's not a small fish. She's well-known. When she speaks, people listen. If there's an issue, the public looks to her to fill them in. You haven't even known her a week. When this is over, and she's able to come back, you won't find her hesitating. Naomi will run as fast as she can. There's nothing you can offer her to make her stay, either."

Then I'll come back with her if that is what she wants.

What if she does get bored and doesn't want me to come with her?

I can't let this guy get in my head.

"Want to know what I don't get?" I snarl.

"What?"

"It's clear to me you're in love with her. So why aren't you with her?"

Besides the fact she's not in love with you.

"Her job. It's always going to be what she wants."

"I don't get it. Why couldn't she have her career and you?"

"If you haven't noticed, I'm down here, and she lives in Belize City. She can't have a news career in Punta Gorda."

"Then why didn't you move?"

"My home is here. My family. My business. It's all here."

I jab him in the chest. "That's where you're wrong. It's not all here. She's not here."

His eyes darken as he looks away.

Yeah, dumbass. She's not with you, and it's your fault.

"If you don't mind, keep your notions to yourself. I appreciate you letting us stay and helping us get what we need. I'll keep Naomi safe, and when this is over, I'll let her decide what she wants."

He grunts. "Don't say I didn't warn you." He opens the door and steps back into the house.

I follow, trying to remind myself not to pummel him into the floorboards.

Naomi glances up and furrows her brows. She's sitting at the desk with a pen and paper. "Everything okay?"

Darien stands over her, puts his hand on her shoulder, and reads her list. "Fine. Do you need anything else?"

Get your hands off my woman.

"Andre needs to put things on it."

He clenches his jaw, handing me the list and pen.

I hate having to take anything from him, but I swallow my pride and write my sizes down for pants, shirts, and shoes. "Can I do a load of laundry while we're here?"

"Naomi knows where everything is."

Jealousy once again zings through my core. I must not hide it well. Darien smugly purses his lips at me.

We need to get out of here before I kill this guy.

He's the only person who can help us right now.

I can fend for us on our own.

Don't be stupid. I need to put Naomi's safety over my ego.

I hand the list to him. "Where's the restroom?"

He points behind me. After I do my business and wash my hands, I throw water on my face and stare at myself in the mirror.

Figure out where to take Naomi.

We need to go to Omoa, regardless. We can't fly out of Belize. Tinker will help me figure things out.

She'll get bored with you. Darien's voice is a blade shredding my usual self-confidence. Before we got here, I didn't question anything about Naomi and me. Now his words won't leave my head.

My relationships with women over the years haven't been anything to write home about. After my divorce, I went through the self-pity phase for a while. Then I had my bit of fun with one-night stands. I'd had a few relationships in the past, but my schedule with Interpol always created issues.

At least, that's what I blamed it on.

Deep down, I wasn't that into them, and work was an excuse. They were all nice, beautiful women. Nothing was wrong with any of them, and my buddies all couldn't understand why I didn't stay with any of them.

Until a few days ago, I was oblivious there could ever be anything more than the feelings I had for the women of my past.

Then I laid eyes on Naomi. From the moment I stared at the video of her, I felt like something in my core had been rocked.

Then I got a glimpse inside of her and the zing in my belly intensified.

That was before we had sex.

Getting to know her hasn't felt like a chore or something I should do. It's been a need from deep within. The more I find out about Naomi, the more the need intensifies instead of diminishing, which is what normally happens when I'm interested in a woman.

I'm in over my head with her.

What if Darien's right and she gets bored with me?

That would be poetic justice. It's exactly what happened to me with all those other women who deserved better.

I wipe my face and go back to the main room. Darien isn't anywhere to be seen, and Naomi is sitting on the deck, gazing at the ocean.

I drag a chair next to her and sit.

She turns to me and nervously says, "Hey."

"Hi. Are you doing okay?"

She takes a deep breath. "Are you?"

I pick up her hand and kiss it. "Nothing I can't handle. What about you?"

She blinks hard. "We shouldn't have come here. I'm sorry, I didn't think it through."

"No, you were right to bring us here. This is a safe spot right now. Darien is helping us." As the words come out of my mouth, I wince inside. I hate acknowledging to her he's bringing any value to our relationship, but it's the truth.

I'm such a jackass. I can't even give the guy credit without feeling jealous.

More worry fills her eyes. "What did he tell you in the garage?"

I tuck her hair behind her ear. "Nothing worth rehashing."

My words do nothing to remove the nervous expression on her face.

"Come here." I pat my thigh.

She hesitates.

I tap my leg again.

She rises and sits on my lap.

"You're shaking." I tighten my arm around her so she's close to my body and her head is against my chest. "Did he say something to upset you?"

I'll kill him.

"No. He didn't say anything to hurt me. But he thinks it's best if I hide out here."

Anger flares through me. He's trying to keep her with him.

Stay calm so you don't freak Naomi out.

"What do you think?"

She sighs. "I don't want to hurt him any more than I already have. And...and I don't want to hurt you."

Shit. She still has feelings for him.

She wants to stay with him.

My heart beats so hard in my chest, I feel as though I can't breathe.

She's telling you what she wants. Be a man about it.

"It's not safe for you to hide out here while this is going on. You need to get out of Belize. If you want me to bring you back here when it's safe again, then I will."

She leans her head away from my chest. "Do you think I want to get back with him?"

"Isn't that what you're telling me?"

"No."

"No?"

"No."

I release the breath I didn't realize I was holding. "Then why did you say you don't want to hurt me?"

"Haven't I?"

"No."

"I've put you in a crappy position."

"How have you done anything of the sort?"

She raises her eyebrows at me.

"Oh, you mean because I have to accept help from your ex who's still in love with you?" I tease.

She bites back a smile.

"Or the fact he's calling me Rambo, too?"

She winces. "Sorry about that. But I told you that you're way sexier."

"You didn't use the word 'way' before."

She softly laughs and strokes the side of my head. "A million times sexier."

"That's better for my bruised ego."

Her smile falls. "I really like you. I... I like us."

My insides do a happy dance. "Good, because I really like us, too."

"I don't want my past to screw us up. But Darien..." She turns and exhales.

"What about him?" It comes out as a growl, and she jumps. I curse myself for not keeping my cool. "Shit. I'm sorry. I didn't mean to scare you."

"I hurt him pretty badly, and I don't want to harm him again."

She hurt him? He's the one who didn't man up and put her needs first.

"What did you do?"

"I put my career over him."

"How?"

"I wouldn't move here."

"Why didn't he relocate? Why were you supposed to give up your career? Belize City is on the ocean." I nod to the boats. "What does he do?"

"He's a fisherman."

"He has a really nice place for a fisherman." Darien's house is top of the line and bigger than most places we passed in Punta Gorda.

"Yes. He knocked down his old one and built this about five years ago."

"Well, he could fish off the coast of Belize City, couldn't he?"

She stays quiet then says, "That isn't all I did."

I wait for her to speak with my stomach flipping. The expression on her face is riddled with guilt and a self-loathing I've never seen on her before.

"For twenty years, we were off and on. It wasn't because I was in love with him. I've always known how he felt about me."

"But you kept coming back to him?"

"Yeah. I kept giving him hope. Until two years ago, when he told me not to contact him anymore unless I changed my mind. And then I realized what I had been doing all those years."

"Why did you keep coming back if you weren't in love with him? I'm pretty sure you can get a date any day of the week."

Shame fills her face. "It was comfortable. We'd been friends forever. The more my career grew, and people knew who I was, the safer he felt."

"I can understand that."

"You can?"

"Sure. I've stayed with some women because it was comfortable."

Surprise fills her expression. You have?"

"Yes. And I'm sure being famous adds another layer to things."

She sighs as she studies my face.

"He thinks I'm making a mistake if I take you to Europe with me," I blurt out.

"Why?"

The beating of my heart rings in my ears. "Something about taking you away from everything you know."

She pins her gaze on me. "But you'll be with me, right?"

"I don't have any plans to let you out of my sight."

A tiny smile plays on her lips. "I've always wanted to go to Europe."

"You have?"

"Yep. A sexy tour guide is an added bonus." She winks at me then kisses me.

"Did I tell you perks come with the tour guide?" I murmur and slide my tongue back in her mouth.

"I think I need a preview."

I groan. "We haven't been given our room yet. Somehow, I don't think extracurricular activities should be done on your ex-boyfriend's deck."

She snuggles into me, resting her cheek on my chest and sighs. "How long do you think we will be here?"

"Depends on the passports."

She tilts her head up, and worry fills her eyes again. "So, we're going to get through this, together?"

I stroke her cheek. "I'm not planning anything different, are you?"

"No. All my plans involve you."

"Then I guess we should both stop worrying."

"You were worried?" she asks.

"You have twenty years of history."

"That isn't anything for you to think twice about."

"No?"

"No."

I peck her on the lips. "Okay, then. Let's both do what we have to do and not doubt what's going on between us."

She smiles. "I like that plan."

"Me, too."

As she leans into me and I tighten my arms around her, relief is a well I tap into. I remind myself I need to focus on getting Naomi to safety and not allow Darien to get into my head. I can't question anything regarding Naomi's and my relationship.

But the depths of destruction can be more lethal when the heart is involved than physically ruining something. And I shouldn't have forgotten such an important rule.
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Naomi

Time passes, and it gets dark out. Andre and I do laundry, shower, and make dinner. We finish cooking and eat. Darien still isn't back, and I'm getting worried something terrible happened. "Where could he be?"

"He didn't mention how far his friend lived, did he?" Andre asks.

"No." A nagging feeling in my gut grows the longer Darien is away. "Do you think something happened to him?"

Andre paces. He quietly states, "It doesn't make sense."

"What doesn't?"

"How's he getting passports for us if he doesn't have pictures?"

The hairs on my arm stand up. "My picture is all over the internet."

"Mine isn't."

Tick, tick, tick. The sound of the clock echoes in my ear.

"How well do you know what he's involved in?" Andre asks.

"What do you mean?"

"What he really does for a living?"

"I told you. He's a fisherman. I've never asked the details. I didn't want to pry into his business."

"Does he have a big crew?"

"I haven't been here in two years, but he didn't in the past."

"Is it normal in Belize for fishermen to live in houses like this, right on the coast?"

My gut flips. "No."

"His boats are expensive."

I swallow the thick knot in my throat. "What are you insinuating? I've known Darien forever."

"I'm not trying to accuse him of anything, but he left ten hours ago. You've tried calling him, and he doesn't answer. He can't get passports made without pictures, no matter how good his guy is. Something feels off."

"I—"

The garage door opens as car lights flood the main room through the window.

"He's here."

"Naomi, go to the kitchen."

"Why?"

"There's a door there. If I say run, you bolt as fast as you can."

"Why would I need—"

"Please, don't ask questions." Andre's eyes beg me to obey him.

"Okay." I get into the kitchen as I hear the door open and Darien's voice.

"Where's Naomi?"

"In the other room. Where've you been?" Andre asks.

"Getting your items and finding out how to get passports. Naomi," he calls out.

"In here," I reply, not sure what else to do.

He walks through the doorway. His hands are full of bags. "Here are the items you wanted. Smells good, what did you make?"

"Stewed fish." My insides calm. It's just Darien. How could I think anything other than good about him?

"You made my favorite. I haven't had it since the last time you made it for me. Thanks." He leans down, kisses my cheek, and smiles.

Andre stands in the doorway with his arms crossed. He shifts on his feet.

Uncomfortable silence fills the air.

I didn't think about anything to do with Darien when I made the stew, but it is his favorite. I shouldn't have forgotten. "Do you want a bowl?"

"Please. I'm starving."

I fix a bowl and put it in front of Darien, feeling the heat of Andre's eyes on me. "What do you want to drink?"

"I'll take a beer. You want one with me?"

"Sure. Andre, you want one?"

"No, I'm good."

Darien gazes behind him at Andre then back at me. "Why's he looking at me like that?"

"What do you mean?" I try to play it off, but I'm a terrible liar, and Andre won't stop glaring at Darien.

Darien turns. "Sit down and stop staring at me, or leave the room."

"You have something you're nervous about?" Andre asks.

"Andre!" I shake my head and glare at him.

"Excuse me?" Darien's cheeks get red.

"You heard me."

Darien rises and gets in Andre's face. "You want to be more specific?"

Andre doesn't flinch. "No."

I put my hands on Darien's shoulders. "Sit down and eat. It's late. You must be starving."

"This is my house. Either sit down and have a beer, or leave the room," Darien orders Andre.

Andre doesn't move.

As the two men stare at each other, my emotions turn from being upset to angry.

And not at Darien.

"Andre, sit down. Have a beer," I tell him.

He shakes his head and scowls. "No."

I put my hand on Darien's shoulder again. "Please. Come eat."

Darien turns and sits. Andre stays positioned in the doorway. I take the beer out of the fridge, hand one to Darien, and offer one to Andre, but he won't take it.

He's being rude. This is my good friend, Darien, and this is his house. He should show some respect.

I open the beer and select the chair next to Darien. I softly ask, "Why were you gone so long?"

"I had to go to three stores to find shoes big enough for Rambo over there. And when I got to my friend's house, he wasn't there. I waited with his wife for an hour before he arrived. On the way back, there was an accident, and the road was blocked. I sat for over three hours while they cleared it."

"Why didn't you answer my calls? I was worried about you."

Darien pats his pocket. "I must have left it here."

"Where? It didn't ring," Andre barks.

Darien scoots his chair back and holds my gaze for a moment. He turns, shoves past Andre, and leaves the kitchen.

"What are you doing?" I ask Andre.

"Something isn't right."

"You heard what he said. He has logical explanations."

"I know you have a history—"

"That's right. We do. So stop trying to find something where there isn't anything." I push past him and follow Darien to his room.

He walks out of the bathroom, waves his phone, and angrily says, "Here you go. I left it on the counter after my shower this morning."

I put my hand on his bicep. "I'm not questioning you."

"Your boyfriend seems to be."

My stomach twists.

"What does he think I was doing?" Darien's eyes blaze with anger. It reminds me of the last time I saw him, when I told him I wouldn't move to Punta Gorda. He scowls, waiting for me to answer.

My stomach churns, not knowing how to answer him. He's hurt, I can see it, but I'm not going to throw Andre under the bus, either. He's trying to protect me and had a legitimate concern.

Darien shakes his head in disgust. "You aren't going to answer me?"

"Darien, I don't know what he thought. You were gone for a long time. We couldn't get a hold of you."

"I don't think I know who you are anymore," Darien scoffs.

"What does that mean?"

"Twenty-two years, and you think I would do something to harm you?"

"I never said anything of the sort."

"Rambo seems to think I would."

I sigh. "Darien—"

"A few days with him and I become a person who would hurt you?"

"I didn't say that."

"You didn't have to, Naomi."

I reach up to cup his face, trying to calm him. I've never had anything but respect for Darien, and he would never hurt me. I don't want a lifetime of friendship to be destroyed over this misunderstanding. "You've been my best friend for more than half my life. I trust you. Please don't doubt our friendship."

"Best friend is a good choice of words when you haven't spoken to me in over two years."

"You told me not to. I was trying to respect your wishes."

His face hardens under my hands. "I also told you not to investigate this story. You didn't listen to me. But you didn't seem to have a hard time staying away from me."

"Darien, I've missed you," I quietly admit.

"No, you haven't."

"Yes. I have," I insist, removing my hands.

"If you missed me, you would have contacted me."

"I didn't want to hurt you anymore. You asked me to stay away. But I think about you all the time."

He lowers his voice. "Tell me one thing you miss."

"Everything about our friendship."

"And what about it, Naomi?"

He's so hurt and pissed. Shouldn't he be over this by now? It's been two years.

It's my fault. I kept going back to him all those years and giving him hope.

But I told him to move on, and he didn't.

His life is here.

That was his choice, too.

"I miss talking to you. And laughing and having fun. It's been hard not to pick up the phone and call you. But I did what you asked of me. I tried to respect it."

"I made a mistake," he blurts out.

My heart pounds in my chest. "Okay. Let's be friends again."

"No."

"No? I don't—"

He slides his hands in my hair. Before I can react, his lips are on mine, and his tongue slips in my mouth.

I put my hands on his chest to push him away, but he holds me tight to him. His kiss is familiar. In the past, I would sink into the comfort of it. But it feels so wrong now.

When I finally can pull away from him, I whisper, "Darien—"

His head turns to the door, and I follow his gaze.

Oh no. No, no, no.

"Andre!"

His eyes, full of hurt and rage, rip into my soul. I try to move toward him, but Darien is still holding me tight to his body.

Andre spins, and the sound of his footsteps pound down the stairs.

"Let me go," I tell Darien, but he doesn't.

"You've known him for all of two seconds. Forget about him, and let's try for real this time."

"What? Darien, no." I try to squirm out of his grasp, but he holds me firm.

"What do you even know about this guy? He has you under some sort of spell."

"You're talking crazy. Let me go."

"No. I researched him. You don't need to be involved with a guy like him."

I freeze. "You researched Andre?"

Darien's eyes become almost black. "Yeah. I called Interpol—"

"You did what?" My pulse pounds in my veins, the hairs on my arms stand up. It's like he slapped me in the face. I feel betrayed by him, which has never happened in twenty-two years.

"You don't know this guy."

"Darien, what have you done?"

He releases me. "That's what I was doing. You don't know a thing about this man. He's wanted by Interpol."

Wanted by Interpol?

He risked his life to rescue me.

He didn't complete his mission to save me.

"You don't know what you've done."

"You know nothing about him."

"Interpol will deliver me to the U.S. I'll be the President's negotiation tool and be given back to the Belizean government."

"Interpol assured me you could stay with me."

"And you believed them?" I cry out.

"They are more credible than him."

He's so jealous of Andre, he can't think straight.

Darien is on my heels as I run out of the room and down the stairs.

"Andre," I call out.

"Naomi, stop." Darien grabs me at the bottom of the stairs, spinning me into him. "You don't know who he is. They will be here soon, and you can stay with me. I'll keep you safe and we can be together."

My stomach drops. "Who? Interpol?"

"Yes."

I slap Darien hard with every ounce of rage I'm feeling. But I'm also devastated.

He puts his hand to his cheek. His eyes turn to flames. "You bitch."

"How could you do this?" I whisper.

"You don't know him or who he is."

A tear runs down my cheek. The betrayal I feel intensifies. It writhes in my gut and spins fast.

He's so jealous of Andre and my relationship he wants to hurt me?

"Andre," I yell again and move through the main room. "We need to go."

"You aren't leaving, Naomi," Darien yells.

"The hell she isn't," Andre barks from behind us.

I turn to see him holding a gun pointed at Darien.

"Naomi, let's go." He has his backpack over his shoulder and is wearing the clothes we washed earlier.

Darien steps toward him. "You're going to shoot me in my own house?"

"If I have to, yes. Naomi." He holds his hand out to me, and I grab it. He pulls me into him.

"He called Interpol."

"I know. I just traced his phone."

Darien laughs. "What a liar. You couldn't possibly—"

"Your laptop. Feel free to look at it after we leave." Andre motions to the laptop sitting on the desk a few feet away and then moves me behind his body. He steps toward Darien. "In the closet."

"I'm not—"

"Get in the closet, or I will make you," Andre screams in his face, and Darien cowers. "Now!"

Darien steps backward into the hall closet.

"When Interpol gets here, they will let you out." Andre pulls a china cabinet in front of it. He turns to me. "Let's go."

I can't leave Darien in the closet.

But I have to. He did this.

It's Darien.

He decided to put me in harm's way.

Because he's jealous.

"Naomi," Andre growls, and I snap out of my thoughts.

Andre doesn't deserve to be hurt by Darien's actions.

He hands me two of the bags in the kitchen from Darien's shopping trip. He picks up the other one then opens the cabinet and stuffs a bunch of food in them. He unzips his backpack and throws a few bottles of water in it and snags the boat keys hanging on the wall.

"What are you doing?"

"Don't ask questions. Let's go." He opens the door and waits for me to step outside. "Interpol will be here in ten minutes. We don't have a lot of time."

We move quickly to the dock. Andre motions for me to get on the smallest boat. He hands me the keys. "Start the boat."

I obey while he grabs gas cans off the other vessels and unhooks us from the dock. He jumps on and takes over driving.

The night is dark and calm. The air is slightly chilly, but my blood is still boiling over Darien's actions. I take the seat next to Andre. For a long time, neither of us speak. My thoughts race all over the place, wondering how Darien could have been so stupid.

And he kissed me.

Andre saw.

A pit in my stomach grows, thinking of Andre's eyes when he saw us.

The waves get rougher the farther out we go. It gets colder, and I hug my knees. I put my hand on Andre's arm, but he shrugs it off, and his jaw clenches. "Andre—"

He gazes straight ahead. "Go in the cabin and get some sleep. Tomorrow will be another long day."

I stand and wrap my arm around his tense shoulders.

He freezes.

"I didn't—"

He rises. "Go to sleep. I'll let you know when we get to wherever we're going."

Anger, confusion, and hurt bubble inside me as I wipe a tear off my cheek. "I didn't know he was going to kiss me."

"When it's safe to go back, I'll drop you off at his door."

"What?"

"Go to sleep."

"No. Stop telling me to go to sleep. Why would you ever say something so vicious?"

"I heard you," he growls. Disgust laced with pain covers his face.

A sick feeling twists in my stomach. "You heard me what?"

"You told him you missed him. Then you kissed him." His jaw clenches and he looks away from me again.

"I didn't kiss him!"

"You did," he angrily barks, and his face turns red.

"I didn't. He kissed me and wouldn't let me go. I didn't kiss him back."

Andre grunts and shakes his head.

I put my hand on his arm, but he once again shrugs me off.

He hates me.

He's never going to forgive me.

I swallow the lump in my throat. "So that's it, then?"

He closes his eyes briefly then pushes the throttle so the boat runs faster. His shoulders stay tense.

The cracking of my heart physically hurts, and my vision blurs with tears. "Why did you even bring me? You could have just left me."

"I promised you I'd get you to safety, and I will."

Suddenly, I'm pissed he would throw us away so quickly without even giving me the benefit of the doubt or letting me explain. "Don't do me any favors. As soon as we dock, you go your way, and I'll go mine." I open the cabin door and crawl into the small space that's only meant to sleep in.

When the door is secure, I curl up and sob.

Everything has fallen apart around me, but this is the first moment I've had to analyze the situation I'm in and how bad things have become.

In a matter of days, I've lost everything—my home, career, lifelong friend, and the only man who's ever made me feel alive. I don't know where Emilia is or if she's safe. The depths of destruction only seem to grow, and I don't know how I'll ever get out.

With Andre, it seemed like no matter what happened, everything would be okay.

But it's not okay. Every part of my life is in pieces.

How am I going to get through this alone?

Like everything else I've gotten through in my life.

Loneliness is a feeling I've had in the past, but at this moment, it grips me harder than ever. Regardless, I vow going forward, the only person I will rely on is myself.

It's the only choice I have.

And Andre Lòpez is a man I'm going to have to find a way to get over.
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Andre

Hour after hour, I drive in the dark, my anger flaring between Naomi and myself.

I only should be mad at Darien.

Nope. I'm a dickhead, too, for how I treated Naomi.

Listening to Naomi tell Darien she missed him was like taking a razor and slashing it on my skin.

Then she kissed him.

Well, he kissed her.

She didn't get out of it.

She couldn't when he had a death grip on her.

I went up to Darien's room to tell Naomi Interpol was coming. It only took me a few minutes to hack into Darien's laptop and trace his phone.

His Rambo comments made me believe he thought I was a stupid meathead and underestimated my intelligence. But I knew something was off. I'm still not sure what his real story is, but I knew I needed to do something to trace his activities from the day.

When I saw he had spoken with Interpol for over eighty minutes, my gut dropped. I hacked into the Interpol internal system and saw what team was coming to find me and where they were at.

Interpol was sending my team to get us. My guys.

Then I went upstairs to get Naomi and heard and saw her with him. I thought I was going to get sick. I went downstairs so I didn't kill him. It took every ounce of restraint I had not to pull the trigger.

The last time I caught my woman with another man, it was my wife. She was getting fucked doggy style in my bed by the postman.

It's been twenty years since that day, but catching Naomi with Darien stirred every bit of rage in me.

But I don't remember it feeling this bad when I caught my wife. The gnawing feeling in my stomach only grows. The image of Darien touching Naomi is bad enough, but the one of him kissing her, holding her as if she were his, creates a rage so deep within me, I struggle to breathe.

The salty ocean air flares in my nostrils but does nothing to calm my nerves.

Naomi may have been the one lip-locked with her ex, but I messed up, and I know it. The farther I drive into the darkness of the night, the clearer my mistake becomes.

Everything was going so well.

I just had to make her feel worse.

She was trying to tell me what happened, and I didn't even give her a chance to explain.

And I know Darien is an ass. I knew he would try something.

I dropped my guard.

But she said she missed him.

They were friends for twenty years. Give her a break.

Jesus. When did I become a jealous asshole?

I slow the boat down and check the coordinates. Geography is something Interpol made me study, so I know we're heading east. If I continue, I'll end up on the island of Coxen Hole or the smaller island of Utila, which are both parts of Honduras. Knowing Darien called Interpol and he knows we are heading to Omoa means it's not going to be safe there. But I don't know if we have enough fuel to get to Coxen Hole or Utila.

I hope the others aren't in danger going to Omoa.

Damn you, Darien.

I wish I could warn the guys, but there's no way. My only hope is to get to Tinker's and he can assist.

Thank God I didn't tell Darien his name.

Tinker will need to find us around Coxen Hole or Utila.

I drive for several hours, careful to stay in international waters. The water changes and the waves start to push me toward where we are going, so I decide to utilize their energy to save on fuel.

Plus, I can't handle another moment knowing Naomi is inside the cabin and we aren't on good terms. I need to figure out how to make things right with her. Being without her isn't a reality I want to return to.

I turn the engine off and watch the navigation system for several minutes to verify we're moving where we need to go.

I remove my boots and crawl into the cabin. Everything is pitch black, and it's a small space. Naomi sniffles, and my guilt increases.

God, I'm a dick.

When I touch her leg, she stiffens. I move my hand over her body and quickly slide my arm under her head. "I'm sorry."

She doesn't respond, and I panic I've gone too far. That my inability to hear her out and put myself in her shoes is going to bite me in the ass and forever make me regret my actions. And every passing moment makes my desperation to make things right with her grow. If I have to beg and plead for her to take me back and tell me what I need to do to get us back to where we were, I will. I've never done it before, but for her, I will.

I kiss her neck and ear. "I'm a jackass. Please, forgive me."

"I only see him as a friend. But I did miss him. I don't have a lot of friends."

I don't like that she missed him, but I also can't be mad at her for it. "Why don't you have more friends?" I kiss her jawline.

She quietly says, "No one wants the real me. They want what I can give or do for them."

"I want the real you."

"You don't know me."

"I know enough."

She turns toward me.

I still can't see anything, and wish I could see her face.

"I'm sorry. I didn't know he was going to kiss me."

"I know. I'm sorry I acted like an ass."

A tear drops on my arm.

Shit, she's still crying.

I stroke her cheek, and it's wet. "Baby, don't cry."

"I'm sorry. I just...why did he do it? Why would he call Interpol and hurt me like that?" she whispers.

I tighten my embrace. "I don't think he meant to hurt you. He wanted to get me out of the picture."

"But...but..." She takes a deep breath.

I tuck her hair behind her ear. "But what?"

"He betrayed me. And he put me at risk. And how am I going to ever find my sister again?" A full stream of tears fall.

"Shh. We'll find Emilia. I promise you."

"What if we can't?"

"We will."

"He could have put her in more danger."

"Malin will keep her safe," I try to assure her, but my gut twists knowing all my guys might be in more danger because of Darien's actions.

"I'm sorry I took us there. And I'm sorry I hurt you." She sobs.

"Shh. No more sorries." I kiss her shaking lips and salty tears. I admit to her, "I don't ever get jealous, Naomi. But I did tonight."

"I'm—"

"Shh. I got jealous because I want you as mine in a way I've never wanted any other woman."

"I'm yours. I only want to be yours."

"I don't want you to get bored with me."

She grasps my cheeks. "Why do you think I would?"

"Darien said it. I can't get it out of my head."

"Listen to me. What we have, I never had with him...with anyone."

"You haven't?"

"No."

I let out a shaky breath of relief. "Good. I haven't, either."

"Really?"

"Yeah. Why do you sound surprised?"

"You've been everywhere, and I'm sure with exotic women from all over. I'm just a girl from Belize."

"You mean my girl from Belize, who has every politician in her country shaking, as well as several drug cartels, and the most powerful country in the world trying to take her?"

"What if I'm never able to be that person again?" she whispers.

I kiss her lips. "You're her, no matter what the circumstances. And if all else fails, you have mad jungle skills to fall back on."

She softly laughs. "Mad jungle skills?"

"Yep."

"So, we'll just weave some vines together and swing from the trees like Tarzan and Jane?"

"I think you just dumbed me down from Rambo to Tarzan."

"Nooooo. I didn't mean it like that."

I kiss her. "Don't think about your career right now. We need to get to safety first and then you can figure everything out."

"Where is safety?"

My stomach flips. "I don't know. I thought Europe, but now that Darien knows I planned on taking you there, I'm questioning it."

She laces her fingers through my hair. "I'm sorry about Darien, I—"

I don't let her finish and merge my lips into hers, parting hers quickly with my tongue, circling her mouth, leaving her breathless. I pull slightly back and murmur, "I'm done talking about him," then return to kissing her.

The darkness of the night continues to blind me, the waves rock the boat, and the scent of Naomi stirs every ounce of testosterone I have flowing in my body.

"I've disrupted your life," she mumbles in my ear.

"No. You've made it more interesting."

"More dangerous is more like it."

I suck on the curve of her neck. "You said I was an adrenaline junkie. Consider it feeding my needs."

Her soft inhales send a longing to my core. She murmurs, "What else do you need?"

"I need you, Naomi. Everything else we'll figure out. Just give me you."

"You have me." She finds my lips, and the new world I only know with Naomi springs to life. Every kiss she gives me stirs the feral need in my gut and the throbbing ache in my loins.

Clothes come off. Her soft flesh singes mine. Every sound, scent, and touch become a paradise in themselves.

I taste all of her. Salt from her skin. The sweetness from her juices. The savory concoction of her tongue sinfully darting against mine. They all are a prize I've wanted forever but never knew was coming.

My mouth ravages her pussy. She tugs on my hair, shaking and crying out my name.

She once again brings out the animal in me. And the moment she comes down, I lunge on top of her, pulling her into my arms and sinking my cock deep within her.

"Oh God!" she whimpers.

I thrust back and forth inside her, and she matches my movements with perfection. My veins boil with my blood as I diligently lick and suck her neck.

Her breath penetrates the skin on my chest. The fullness of her breasts slides against my flesh. "Oh...oh...ohhhhh," she calls out while arching her back against me and clenching my cock with so much force, it's as though the gods of pleasure have bestowed their greatest gifts on me.

"Fuck, baby," I growl, dipping my head and tugging at her nipples with my teeth as her body presses into mine in convulsions.

Darkness is constant. I go to kiss her, but her mouth is in an O, so I lick her tongue, then her cheek, like a wild beast.

The boat rocks harder. I dig my forearms into the bed of the cabin. Naomi grips my back hard, driving her fingertips into my muscles.

Heat is quick-burning lava, bubbling and oozing through all my cells.

I fist her hair and pull it then feast on her neck.

"Andre...oh...God," she screams as another orgasm ripples through her body.

I can't hold out anymore. Her body spasms on mine, and I detonate, thrusting deeper and releasing in her.

I collapse in her neck, trying to fill my lungs with air, then the boat jars sharply to the side, and I roll on my back, bringing her with me.

Thunder rumbles loudly. Lightning crashes through the sky, and the flash briefly lights up the cabin through the window.

Crap.

"What do we do?" Naomi asks in a raspy voice.

"We ride it out in here." Life vests are hanging several feet away. I reach out for two of them and throw them next to us. Pulling Naomi back in my arms, I stroke her back and kiss the top of her head. "It might get rough for a bit."

She brings her lips to mine and teases, "At least if I'm going down, it's with you."

"If we go down, I'm bringing you back up, baby." But I'm not kidding. I will. Unless I'm dead, nothing is going to ever happen to Naomi again. I'll die making sure of it.

The only problem with my thinking is things aren't always in my control.


13
[image: ]
[image: ]



Naomi

The rain pounds down hard, and lightning bolts across the sky. Waves lift the boat and slam it down.

Andre has his legs stretched out against the wall, and one of his arms holds the railing so we don't go flying. I'm clutching him with every bit of strength I have, and his other arm holds me tight.

"I'm scared," I cry out.

"Just hold on to me," he yells out to compete with the roll of thunder.

Another wave takes the boat up, and our bodies raise to a forty-five-degree angle. I scream. Andre's arm squeezes me tighter, and his palm holds my head tight to his chest before we slam down again.

It feels like hours pass before the waves change to a more bearable size. The sun starts to rise, and I look up at Andre.

"Why are you smiling?"

"That was intense."

"Don't tell me you enjoyed almost getting killed?"

He chuckles. "We get to brag about surviving a crazy ocean storm now."

"You are officially an adrenaline junkie."

He kisses me and moves me off him. "I need to go see where our coordinates are."

"It's still raining."

"Yep." He pecks me on the lips and slides out of the cabin.

I move to the edge of the cabin door.

"Shit," he mumbles.

"What's wrong."

"The storm moved us...jeez."

My stomach drops. "What?"

"We went south...really far south."

"Okay. Where are we then?"

"My guess is we're on the main coast of Honduras."

"Sounds nice if we were going on vacation...but I'm guessing this is bad?"

There's a loud boom and thunder cracks in the sky.

Not again.

"We won't have enough fuel to get back to the islands of Honduras," he yells.

My chest tightens. "What are we going to do?"

He points to the cabin. I crawl back in. He follows me and opens his backpack.

"What are you doing?"

He removes a can of spray cheese and a box of crackers he grabbed from Darien's kitchen and opens them. "Time for breakfast. We can't do anything with this storm right now."

"Is it going to be bad again?"

"The radar didn't look as bad." He leans against the wall, pulls me into his arms, then sprays cheese on a cracker, and holds it to my mouth. "Open up for your five-star meal."

"Ha. Funny."

We eat in silence for a few moments.

"What are we going to do?" I ask.

"When the rain stops, we need to figure out where we are and find somewhere to dock. Will you be recognized in Honduras?"

"I shouldn't be."

"Okay, good. We'll look in all the cubbyholes to see if Darien left any money on the boat. I have some cash we can convert, but whatever we can find will help."

The rain comes down harder and the boat rocks from side to side.

Andre tugs me tighter to him, and for the next few hours, we ride out the storm.

When the rain stops and the sun shines through the clouds, we go outside.

The water is a mix of turquoise and other blues. About a thousand feet away is a beach. Boulders break up the sand that stretches for miles.

Andre points. "That's our access point."

"Where are we?"

He glances at the navigation screen. "I'm not sure, but my guess is around Tela." He points to the right. "That looks like a resort. I don’t think we will find a better spot than this."

"Okay."

He opens the back bench. "Yes!" He pumps his fist in the air and pulls out an inflatable kayak, paddle, and electric air pump. "Grab the life vests in the cabin, Naomi, and pull out all the waterproof bags from the zippered pocket of my backpack. We need to sort through the bags and take essentials only."

I go inside and start sorting through food, water, and clothes. The sound of the air pump rings in my ears. I put my bikini on. When I go back out, the kayak is halfway filled. I set two plastic bags and Andre's backpack on the passenger seat then open the bag with my shoes and add his boots. "Here." I hand him his shorts then reach back inside the cabin for the life vests.

"Some of the food won't fit in the bags. I sorted it in groups of macros."

He grins. "Smart girl. See, I told you that you have mad jungle skills."

"Ha!"

"Open up what's not packed, and we'll eat some more before we go."

There's a pouch of tuna and the leftover crackers from earlier.

Ugh. I left that one for a reason.

Take it outside.

When I rip the tuna open, the smell hits me, so I turn my head.

"You all right?"

"Give me sashimi, but..."

"Not a fan of packaged tuna?"

"No. The smell makes me nauseous. I'm okay with the chicken and salmon but not the tuna."

"It's just the smell?"

"I suppose so."

"Hold on." He goes inside the cabin then comes out with the leftover can of cheese. "Hold your hand out, palm up."

I do as he says.

Andre puts a cracker in my hand, adds tuna, sprays some cheese on it, then takes another cracker and mixes it. "Plug your nose and open your mouth."

"Ahh," I tease.

He grins and sticks a cracker in my mouth.

After I chew and swallow it, I stop pinching my nose. "That was bearable."

He makes me a few more, and after I get several down, he finishes the pouch of tuna.

I pull out our toothbrushes and put some toothpaste on each one, and we brush our teeth.

"You're a good trouper." He kisses my forehead then hands me water that wouldn't fit into the bags. We each drink a bottle.

"Let's search the boat for money or anything else that might be valuable."

"Are we coming back?"

"No. We can't risk the boat being found. I'm sure Darien reported it missing already. Hopefully, the current will send it far away before it's discovered."

We search every cabinet and look under every seat in the boat. The passenger's side has a locked cubbyhole. Andre takes out his pocketknife and jimmies the lock.

"What the..." Andre's face is red with anger.

"What's wrong?"

He scowls, shaking his head.

"What?" I walk back to him, and my gut drops. "Tell me that isn't what I think it is."

"The fancy house and boats make sense now."

"No," I adamantly say in denial.

Darien, what did you get yourself involved in?

After twenty-two years, I can't believe how much I've discovered about Darien within a matter of hours.

I go to pick up a bag of cocaine, and Andre grabs my hand.

"Don't touch it."

"We need to get rid of it. Our fingerprints are all over this boat."

"Naomi, whoever he's involved with is going to be looking for this stash. I think I was wrong. I doubt he's reported this boat missing to the authorities."

"But they might still find it."

Andre scrubs his hands over his face and groans.

"This is bad, isn't it?"

"Yeah. If the cartel finds the boat without the drugs, they will think we took them. If the authorities find this boat with the drugs, our fingerprints are everywhere. Mine are in the system since I work for Interpol and was in the military."

"I had mine taken to get clearance to interview politicians."

Minutes pass, and my anxiety only increases.

"We're sinking this vessel and hoping no one finds it before any fingerprints wash off. Before we get off it, we're scrubbing it down. I saw spray under one of the seats."

"How are we going to sink it?"

"There's a tool kit with a drill. We'll drill holes in it. Let me make sure it's charged. Can you remove everything from the cabin? We need to wipe it and sink it if we aren't taking it."

"Sure."

Andre puts the kayak in the water and ties it to the boat. He drills holes in the cabin. "Anything that isn't secure, we put in the cabin so it doesn't float, but the room will flood."

"Got it."

Andre searches the compartment after removing the cocaine. "Bingo."

"What is it?"

"His registration and some cash." He throws it in the kayak.

I carefully put the wiped-down items in the cabin and secure the door before wiping the handle down. We fill the kayak with everything we're taking then start at the bow and move our way back, spraying and scrubbing every inch.

Andre helps me into the kayak, and I bring the spray and towel. He jumps in, and we scrub the back of the boat down.

His eyes light up. "Ready to drill?"

"You seem a little excited about this."

He wiggles his eyebrows, and I laugh. "We'll go around the boat. I'll drill, you spray and wipe."

"Okay, Clyde." I salute him.

"Clyde?"

"Yeah. I'm feeling rather Bonnie and Clyde-ish right now."

"You have a thing for movie characters, don't you?"

"Bonnie and Clyde were real."

"They were also criminals."

"We defied direct orders from Interpol. We also illegally entered a cabin in the jungle, stole a truck and a boat, and are now sinking the boat, along with the cocaine hidden on it. Oh, and you held a man at gunpoint and trapped him in a closet. I think we've broken a few laws."

He winces. "Sounds so bad."

"Survival, right?"

He nods and gives me a panty-melting kiss then pulls back and winks. "Okay, Bonnie. Time to start drilling."

We work our way around the boat, and Andre drills holes all over. The fiberglass cracks easily. By the time we get around the boat, the vessel is already a foot lower in the water.

After I wipe down the last spot, Andre picks up an oar, and we begin paddling to shore.

The current took us farther out than when we initially saw the shore. It takes a while before we get to the spot of the ocean where the waves push us toward land.

We finally arrive. The sand stretches for miles, and we drag the kayak onto the beach.

"What now?" I ask.

"We need to get to Omoa and find Tinker."

"If we're in Tela, how far are we?"

"My guess is under 60 kilometers. I would stay in the kayak, but I'm worried we may be spotted by whoever Darien is involved with."

Darien. I can't believe I have to worry about him finding us.

"Throw the spray in the bag," Andre instructs.

"Why?"

"We need to steal another car. When we're done with it, we can spray it down. We'll walk to that resort and find one." He points several miles down the beach.

"Okay, Clyde. Whatever you say."

His lips turn up. He picks up the bags then puts his arm around me. "Lead the way, Bonnie."
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Andre

By the time we make it to the resort, it's after lunchtime. Live music is playing, and the beach is full of guests.

"Someday, I'll bring you somewhere nice like this," I tell Naomi as I guide her off the beach and through the resort.

"But what would we do for entertainment?"

"I can think of some things." I wink and pull her closer to my body.

The resort isn't too big, and it doesn't take long to get to the valet area. I grab a map from the stand, and we continue to the parking lot.

"Pick your ride."

She scans the row of vehicles. "The black one, two rows down. Isn't too flashy but doesn't look like it'll break down."

"I'm starting to worry about you. You seem to be knowledgeable about how to commit crimes," I tease her.

She raises her eyebrows. "Says the guy who I assume is going to break in and hotwire the vehicle?"

"Point taken." I get to the driver's side and pick the lock then unlock Naomi's door.

She gets in as I remove a few tools out of my backpack and unscrew the panel below the steering wheel. While I'm working on turning the car on, Naomi says, "Did Interpol teach you this?"

"No. I learned in the military."

"Is that what they teach at boot camp?"

I chuckle. "Nope. My friend knew how to do it. We were over in Iraq and bored one day. So he taught us how and then we all took bets on who could do it the fastest." I put a glove on and slice my knife through the wires. After a few tries, the car starts.

Naomi claps.

"Can you read maps?"

"Yep."

"Great." I pull out the pamphlet I snagged from the hotel and hand it to her. "Omoa should be west."

"You were right. We're in Tela."

"Omoa shouldn't be too far. Once we get there, we should be able to locate Tinker easily."

It takes about an hour to get to Omoa, which is a small beach town on the coast of Honduras. I pull into the parking lot of a hotel.

"Let's put your Spanish skills to use."

"What do I need to do?"

"Ask for a phone book. We need the address for Tyler Inkster."

"Tyler Inkster... Tinker. Aww, how cute."

"Funny."

She leans over and brushes her lips to mine. "On it."

"We should get dressed first."

She looks down. "Good point."

Both of us throw clothes on before we get out of the vehicle, and I bring my backpack.

"Why are you bringing that?"

"In case something happens, and we need it."

"Like what?"

"Anything." My gun, knife, and anything we need to survive is in it, so just like Naomi, it's not leaving my sight.

She speaks with the receptionist and gets a phone book. Naomi thumbs through it then writes down an address. She hands the book back to the lady and speaks to her in Spanish.

The woman hands her a map of Omoa and we leave.

Leaning into Naomi's ear, I murmur, "That was hot."

"What?"

"You speaking Spanish."

"Really? That's all I had to do to get you riled up?"

"You just need to add those glasses, and we'll be all set."

She blushes but smiles. "Is that so?"

"Yep."

"What would you do if I added some sexy lingerie?"

"Now you're just trying to give me blue balls." I open the car door for her.

She pats my ass as she gets in.

Naomi directs me where to go, and we drive several kilometers out of town.

"That's it." She points to a blue bungalow on several acres.

I pull into the drive, and before we get out of the car, Tinker walks out of the house.

"Was wondering when you were showing up," he states and pats me on the back in an embrace.

"Never thought I'd be so happy to see you," I tell him.

He grunts then runs his hand over his shaved head. His lip is scabbed over as if it was split open. Part of his cheek is purple and swollen.

"What happened to you?"

His face hardens. "Nothing."

Best if I drop it until we're alone. "Who's been here?"

"Ryker and Hunter are inside."

"Julieta and Vanessa with them?"

"Yes."

"What about Emilia?" Naomi asks.

"Tinker, this is Naomi."

"Sorry. Nice to meet you," she says.

"You, too." He kisses her on the cheek.

"Is my sister Emilia here?"

"No, ma'am. Sorry."

Naomi's face falls.

"Don't worry. She'll be okay," I tell her and pull her into me.

He points to the car. "That stolen?"

"Yep."

"Park it in the garage."

He opens the door and I put the vehicle inside. "Is that the Jeep Interpol issued?"

He nods.

My pulse increases. Something went down.

"What the hell happened?" The Jeep is covered in mud but scratched on both sides so badly, it looks like someone took different sized nails and had at it.

"There was an off-roading situation. Ask the guys."

We go into the house, and they are all sitting around Tinker's table. Naomi freezes and grabs my arm.

"What on earth happened to your faces?" Ryker and Hunter have black and purple marks, along with scratches, all over their faces and arms.

"Nothing," they both say in unison.

"Doesn't look like nothing."

An uncomfortable silence fills the air.

"Have a drink." Tinker cracks open a beer and hands it to Naomi.

"Thanks." She hugs Julieta and Vanessa.

He pulls two more out of the fridge and hands one to me and opens his.

"Want to tell me what happened to your faces?"

"Drop it," Tinker warns.

The guys and I all stare at each other.

Guess I'm not getting anything from them. I sigh, "When did you get here?"

"Yesterday," Ryker informs us.

"Did you come together?"

"Didn't have much of a choice. The rest of the team found out the others left. Hunter shot the tires of the other Jeeps as we took off."

My gut flips. I angrily bark, "Why did you do that?"

"We didn't have a choice. Kalim found out and was going to stop us from leaving."

"Shit."

"Yeah. He wasn't too happy when he found out you didn't fill him and the other guys in. I told you we needed to tell him. If we had, I don't think he would have reacted how he did." Hunter scowls.

"We can't be sure."

"Well, he was pissed when we left."

"Did he know the coordinates, at least?"

"No. I'm sure he called Interpol," Ryker says.

Naomi gets up and paces. "That means my sister and Malin left earlier. Why haven't they been here?"

"Look how long it took us. They probably didn't have a vehicle," I point out.

"Your sister will be safe with Malin," Tinker reassures her.

"When did they leave?" she asks.

"Within an hour of your departure," Vanessa says.

Naomi locks gazes with her. "My sister. She was okay?"

Vanessa nods her head. "Yes. Why are you asking? Did something happen to your sister before you left?"

Naomi bites her lip. "No."

When she steps near me, I wrap my arm around her waist and pull her onto my lap. "She'll be fine. Stop pacing." I look at the guys. "Axel and Dirk got out before you left?"

"Yep. Only ones left were us," Hunter replies.

"Good."

"You didn't run into issues coming across the border?" I ask.

Hunter glances at Ryker. "We all came out alive and in one piece."

I snort. "Not going to ask what that means."

"What about you two? Run into any trouble?"

Naomi shifts on my lap. We tell them about the last few days.

"So, your ex...boyfriend...?" Julieta arches an eyebrow.

Naomi's face turns red.

"Yeah. What about him?" I quickly respond.

Julieta continues, "He called Interpol, and you found cocaine on his boat?"

"Yes," Naomi quietly answers.

I tighten my arm around her and lace my fingers through hers.

"Why would he call an authority like Interpol if he was involved with drugs?" Julieta asks.

"He wanted me out of the picture."

"Was he going to hide Naomi?"

Naomi shivers in my arms. "He said he would keep me safe, and we could be together."

Julieta furrows her brows. "How? By making you his prisoner and keeping you locked in his house?"

"I... I don't know. I didn't have time to ask. But he said Interpol told him I could stay with him."

She's right. That doesn't add up. Surely Darien wasn't stupid enough to believe Interpol would let him keep Naomi?

And why was his call eighty minutes long?

"If your ex knew you were headed here, we can't stay long. Omoa is small. Interpol is already here if he told them," Hunter says.

"But would he tell them, knowing you took his boat and it was loaded with cocaine?" Vanessa asks.

"I don't know." Naomi looks at me in question, but I shrug.

"Your passports should be coming later tonight," Tinker says.

"Is it a twenty-four-hour turnaround?" I ask.

"My guy is trying to get them done sooner, but he can't guarantee it."

"So by tomorrow night, Naomi and I could have new ones?"

"Probably. I think you should go to Cuba," Tinker states.

"Cuba? Why there?"

"I have a friend who can help you get in. He works for immigration."

"Cuba is communist," Vanessa blurts out.

"So?"

She shakes her head. "I'm not going to any communist country, and you two shouldn't, either." She points to Naomi and Julieta.

"Why not?" I ask.

She focuses on Naomi. "Don't go there."

Her lack of disclosure makes me nervous. "Why did the guerilla's take you?"

She hesitates and finally says, "I know things. But it's best if I don't discuss them."

"We can't help you if you don't tell us."

She rises. "No. It puts everyone in more danger." She leaves the room.

Hunter's face hardens, he glances at Ryker and me, then follows her.

"What's that about?" I direct to Ryker.

"She won't say."

"Best if we stop asking her and just listen to her warning," Julieta says.

"Vanessa just warned you and Naomi not to go to a communist country. Why?" I drill her.

Julieta shrugs.

"Naomi, do you know why?"

"Andre, I don't know."

Ryker clears his throat. "If Cuba is out, what are the other options? We need to figure this out quickly. Interpol has to be on our heels if Naomi's boyfriend told them where you were headed."

"Ex," I snarl, and Naomi shifts in my lap.

Ryker raises his eyebrows. "Sorry. Ex."

"We all need to get out of Central America. The U.S., Cuba, and any other communist country is out, so where does that leave us?"

"Europe," Ryker says.

"But where? We can't go to any of our properties."

Silence fills the room.

Ryker's eyes widen. "Blaise."

"What does my brother have to do with this?"

"Didn't you say he bought a place in Bermuda?"

"Yeah. Our family got together and stayed there last year for a vacation. It's a good size place."

"Bermuda is a territory of the British government. Your new passports will get you in without any issues," Tinker says.

"Is he renting it out?" Ryker asks.

"No. He's on active duty somewhere right now, so it's empty."

"So we go to Bermuda. What then? How do we get our lives back?" Julieta asks.

The beating of my heart increases. I don't know how to respond to her question, and Naomi looks at me for answers.

She's going to get bored with you. I push Darien's voice out of my heads. "I wish I had an answer for you. We get to safety first. After, I’ll figure the rest of it out."

Julieta folds her arms across her chest. "I'm grateful you guys rescued me, but I need a plan. I think Naomi and Vanessa would agree with me. We can't just run forever."

Ryker puts his hand on hers. "No one is saying this is a long term situation or wants that for you."

"Honduras, Bermuda, it doesn't matter where we go. Eventually, they are going to find me again."

I realize how much I don't know about the other women's situations. I was so focused on Naomi, I didn't bother learning about the rest of their predicaments. "Who?"

"Santiago Gómez, Jonas Torres, the powers that be in aviation for Central and South America."

"What are you talking about?"

Julieta takes a deep breath. "How do you think they are transporting the majority of their drugs? It's not by private planes."

I swallow the lump in my throat. "Are you saying the drug cartels are using commercial flights to move stock?"

"Yes."

"And the heads of the flight companies are aware of this?"

She nods.

"That's why the cartel kidnapped you?"

"Yep."

"Why didn't they just kill you?"

"I'm leverage."

"How?"

"Some things, like Vanessa said, aren't meant to be shared."

Not this again.

"Julieta—"

"Drop it," Ryker warns me.

More deafening silence.

Buzz. Buzz. Buzz.

Tinker rises. "I bet that's the passports." He leaves the room.

"Can you show me where the restroom is?" Naomi asks.

"Yeah." Julieta gets up and leads her out of the kitchen.

"Do you know what she's hiding?" I ask Ryker.

His jaw clenches. "No. But pressuring her isn't going to get you answers."

"She really didn't tell you?"

"I said to drop it, and I mean it," he growls.

"If Vanessa and Julieta are both hiding things, how are we supposed to help them?"

"Do you know everything about Naomi's situation?"

"Yeah. I..."

Do I?

Ryker raises his eyebrows. "Don't judge my lack of information when you don't know what's going on with your woman, either."

"What are you saying? Naomi hasn't tried to hide anything from me."

"You might want to ask her."

"What does that mean?" I bark.

"Maybe nothing. But Vanessa said something the other day and it's been nagging me."

"What did she say?"

"If Naomi has dirt on every cabinet member in the Belizean government, then what does she know about Vanessa's ex, Carlos Garcia?"

The hairs on the back of my neck stand up. "I haven't asked her. But what are you insinuating?"

Ryker crosses his arms. "I've just been thinking. Guerillas kidnapped Vanessa originally but then sold her to the Colombian cartel. The information Naomi's privy to is about cabinet members who are accepting donations from drug cartels. Don't you think something is connected there?"

"You think the guerillas and the Colombian cartel are working together?" I ask, surprised.

"I don't know. Ask your girl."

"Fine," I defensively reply. "I'll ask Naomi about it. She isn't intentionally hiding anything from me, and if she knows something, she'll tell me."

"Will she?"

"Yes, and stop suggesting otherwise," I bark, pissed he's questioning Naomi's disclosure with me.

He holds his hands in the air. "Okay. Sorry. I'm just frustrated with all these secrets these women have but won't tell us so we can figure this all out."

"Doesn't mean Naomi is keeping anything from me," I insist.

He holds his hands up. "You're right. I'm sorry."

We stare at each other, each trying to figure out why the women were all in the pit together. But we get no closer to the answer.

Ryker shifts on his feet. "There's another question I have."

"What's that?"

"We know why they didn't kill Naomi and Emilia, but why didn't they kill the other women? What was the point of holding them hostage all this time?"

My pulse beats harder. "You think it's all connected?"

"Yeah. I don't think it's a coincidence all six women were imprisoned together and Interpol was called only when they took Naomi and Emilia."

Only when they—

"Wait. The rest of the women weren't together before a few days ago?"

"They were together in the pit for a while. But not the entire time. And I highly doubt they have been in Belize all this time. So why would Santiago Gómez buy Vanessa from the guerrillas and have the other women all moved to the jungle before Naomi arrived?"

My stomach twists.

You've not been paying attention. You need to talk to Naomi.

"What do you think the reason was?"

"I don't know yet. But I think we need to figure it out."

"Julieta and Vanessa haven't said where they were kept all these months?"

"Vanessa moved around with the guerrillas. Julieta is scared to talk about anything. She...well she has night terrors and they're bad. They remind me of what some of our guys coming back from war have."

My mouth goes dry. "That's horrible. What did they do to her?"

Ryker's face hardens. "She won't say. But if I see anyone who touched her, I'm killing them, and it isn't going to be a quick, easy death for them."

Tinker comes back into the room and slaps four passports on the table then looks at me. "Need you and Naomi. It's picture time."
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Naomi

Julieta leads me down the hall to the restroom.

I need to find out what she and Vanessa aren't telling the others.

When we get to the bathroom, I pull her inside and close the door. "Tell me how you're leverage."

"Naomi, I can't."

"Why?"

Julieta's hands shake. It's only a small tremble, but I notice it. "Vanessa is right. The more we spill our secrets, the more we put everyone in danger."

I put my hand on her forearm and gently say, "I don't believe that."

"You would. You're a reporter. I live in the real world."

I jerk my hand away and snap, "What does that mean?"

She sighs. "I'm not trying to be mean. But you're used to spilling the dirt on others. I can't afford to talk."

Insulted, I ask, "So, you think I can't keep a secret?"

She puts her hand over her face and takes deep breaths. I saw her do it several times the few hours I was in the pit and at the camp after we were rescued. "No. But the information I know can't get out. I'm the only one who knows it, and I've already said too much."

"I wouldn't harm you. I don't think anyone in this house would."

"It's not about someone hurting me. They've already done the damage to me. It's about others coming after you, Naomi."

A chill runs down my spine. "Julieta, what are you talking about?"

"Nothing."

"No. What did they do to you?"

She quietly replies, "Forget I said anything. You need to worry about yourself."

"Why would they come after me?"

She covers her face again and groans. "You don't stop, do you?"

I cross my arms.

"You're a news reporter. Anything I say to you will eventually come out. They will come after you again, and this time, you'll understand what they do to women like us."

What did they do to her?

"Tell me—"

"No."

"Julieta, it won't get out. I promise you."

"I'm sorry, but I don't know you, and I can't take the risk." She opens the door and steps out.

Great. Well, that got me nowhere.

I do my business then meet Andre back downstairs. The other four are standing at the door.

"You're leaving already?" I ask.

Vanessa hugs me. "Our passports arrived. See you in Bermuda."

"We didn't get to talk."

Julieta avoids me.

Vanessa smiles. "We will when I see you next."

"I still think you need to split up. It's not safe for you to be traveling together," Andre says.

"We're fine. See you in a few days," Hunter replies, holding his fist out to Andre.

Andre bumps it. "Still can't believe you shot Kalim's vehicles out."

Hunter snickers. "Kalim will figure it out. He didn't leave us a choice. But Tinker got a new plate for the Jeep, so we should be good to go."

Ryker pats Andre on the shoulder. "See you in Bermuda."

They leave, and I turn to Andre. "Why is my stomach in knots right now?"

He stares at the door. "They shouldn't be going together."

"You can't do anything about it. Come get your picture taken so we can get these passports made," Tinker directs us.

We stand in front of a blank wall, and Tinker takes our photos. He leaves to take them to whoever is creating the passports.

"Is there anything you aren't telling me?" Andre asks.

"What are you talking about?"

He takes a deep breath. "Ryker asked me if I knew all your secrets, and I wasn't sure if I could answer yes to that."

My heart pounds faster, insulted for the second time today. Julieta thought I couldn't keep a secret, but Andre seems to think I'm hiding things from him. "What are you accusing me of?"

He pulls me onto his lap. "That's not what I mean."

"Sounds like you don't trust me."

"No. Don't think that."

I stare at him, hurt.

He tucks a lock of my hair behind my ear. "I'm asking this wrong."

"Well? What are you asking?"

"Ryker insinuated you knew something about Vanessa's situation."

"Why would he think that? You know as much as I do."

"What he said made me think."

"And you concluded I'm hiding things from you?"

"No. Not at all."

I wait for him to continue.

"Vanessa's ex is a cabinet member. You said you had dirt on all of them."

"About their political contributors, yes."

"He thinks your abductions are all related and you know something about Vanessa's ex, Carlos Garcia."

"He accepts money from both cartels."

"Why was she kidnapped by the guerrillas before being sold to Gómez?"

"I don't know. It doesn't make sense to me, but then again, I don't know her secrets."

"She's scared to go to communist countries and specifically told you that you shouldn't, either. Julieta, too."

"I don't know why she said that."

Andre furrows his brows.

"You think I'm lying?"

"No, not at all. I'm just trying to understand why she was so worried about going to a communist country."

"I don't know, but Julieta wouldn't tell me anything, either. Apparently, I don't know how to keep a secret."

"She said that?"

"Basically. She said since I'm a reporter, I can't keep my mouth shut. Which is why this conversation is so ironic because you think I'm hiding things from you."

Andre cups my cheeks. "Naomi. I did not say that."

"But you thought it."

"No. I asked if there was anything you didn't tell me. There's a difference."

I want to believe him, but the sting from Julieta not trusting me is still there. The person I want most to trust me is Andre. I know we worked out our issue over Darien, but I still worry it might come back and bite me in the ass and he won’t be able to believe I'm fully disclosing things to him.

He puts his lips on mine and tries to kiss me, but I'm stubborn and move my lips away.

Andre softly chuckles. "Are you going to make me work extra hard now for a kiss?" He puts his lips on my neck, and they're like lightning bolts to my nerves.

I squirm in his lap.

He palms my ass, tugs me closer to him, then murmurs, "I'll put in extra effort if you want me to." His mouth lightly sucks my earlobe.

My body throbs. I let out a small whimper as his lips move across my chin and closer to my mouth. When he gets right next to my lips, he fists my hair, tugs my head back, and continues down my neck.

Oh, screw it.

I turn my body so I'm straddling him, and our lips meet in a heated bed of fire. Within seconds, his arms are wrapped tight around me, and I'm grinding against his growing erection.

He slips his hand down the back of my pants.

"Hands in the air and down on the ground, now!" Darien's voice booms into the room.

Andre freezes.

I look up.

Darien and two other guys are pointing guns at us.

"Darien," I cry out.

"Get off him," he seethes. His eyes are full of anger, and... is it hatred? I've never seen that look before. I shudder.

Andre's hand is still in my pants.

"Hands in the air," another man repeats.

Andre squeezes my ass and slowly puts his hands in the air, his eyes wide. "How many?" he mouths.

I put three fingers on his chest.

Darien takes a few steps forward, grabbing my arm and yanking me off Andre.

"Ow. You're hurting me. Stop."

"What were you thinking, Naomi?"

"What are you doing, Darien?"

He slaps me.

The sting spreads across my entire cheek and tears stream out of my eyes. I cover the side of my face with my hand.

Andre lunges at him and grabs his throat, but a man with long hair butts the gun up to his head, and he freezes.

"Remove your hands."

Andre clenches his jaw and slowly releases Darien.

"Where's my boat?" Darien barks in my face.

"Off the coast of Tela." I blurt out.

"Get away from her," Andre growls.

Darien laughs and turns to him. "Or you're going to what? Lock me in another closet?"

Andre's face hardens.

"Darien, your boat is off the coast of Tela. We used the kayak to get to shore. Leave us alone now," I beg him.

Disgust and such an evil expression cross his face that if I weren't witnessing it, I wouldn't believe it was possible. "Let's go." He grips my biceps and drags me with him.

"Darien," Andre shouts, but he isn't listening.

We get outside.

"What are you doing?" I cry out.

He opens the door to an SUV and shoves me inside then slams the door.

I try to get out, but the door won't open, and he gets in on the other side.

"Let me out."

"Shut up, Naomi." He starts the car and reverses out of the driveway.

"What are they going to do to him?" I ask, freaking out they will kill Andre.

He scowls and barks, "Is that all you can say to me?"

He's officially crazy.

How did I not know his true colors?

"Well?" he yells, and I jump.

"What do you want me to say?"

"You brought another man to my house then stole my boat."

"I'm... I'm sorry, Darien. You called Interpol."

"To come get Rambo."

"Don't call him that."

My response angers him. He pulls the car over then yanks my face toward him.

"Ow. Stop. Please. You're hurting me."

Darien's eyes are bloodshot, and spit flies out of his mouth when he says, "Forget about him."

A tear falls down my cheek.

"Are you crying over him?"

My lip shakes.

Fear and agony fill me when he says, "He's dead. Don't ever mention him to me again."

"No," I whisper.

His fingers dig into my chin. "Yes." He flings my chin away and veers the car back onto the road.

Please, don't be dead.

Oh God. Please, don't let them kill him.

An uncontrollable sound comes out of me as I sob.

Darien slaps me again, and the crack of his hand over my face echoes in the car. "Enough, Naomi. You were his whore for less than a week. Get over it."

I look out the window, trying to pull it together, not sure what's in store for me but feeling a pain I've never felt before in my heart. It makes the sting of the slap on my cheek feel like nothing.

Andre. Oh God.

Several minutes pass before Darien says, "How far off the coast did you anchor the boat?"

Tela. He's taking me there.

I don't respond.

"Answer me," he screams.

"When did you become this person?" I quietly ask.

"Who would that be?" he spouts.

"You said you'd never hurt me."

He scowls. "That was a two-way street you made into a one-way lane. Don't you think?"

"What do you mean?"

"Twenty years, Naomi. You strung me along for over twenty years. Then you show up at my door after two years, with another man."

"I'm sorry. I didn't mean to hurt you. I needed your help. You told me if I ever needed it, you would be there for me."

He grunts. "You, Naomi. Not your flavor of the week."

You're such an idiot. How could you have thought it would be okay to bring Andre to Darien's?

Andre. Please, still be alive.

Another tear drips down my cheek, and I wipe it.

"So how far off the coast is my boat?" he asks again, this time not as loud.

He's going to go crazy.

I attempt to fib. "I don't know. You know I'm bad with that kind of stuff."

He turns to me. "How many minutes did it take to get to shore in the kayak?"

"Maybe a half hour."

"Was it rough?"

"Yes."

"So, it isn't too far, then?"

"I don't think so."

"You don't think so, or you know so?" he barks.

I jump. "Can you stop yelling? I can't think."

He takes a deep breath and, in a lower voice, asks again, "So it isn't too far?"

"No. I don't think so." My insides flip again.

How am I going to get away from him?

"I'm sorry we stole your boat."

He snorts. "You have no idea what you've done, Naomi."

He thinks I don't know about the drugs.

"What do you mean?"

"You cost me a lot of money and put me in danger today."

I put my hand on his arm, trying to get back in his good graces until I can figure out what to do. "How?"

He glances at me.

"Tell me," I softly encourage him.

"You always have to stick your nose where it doesn't belong, don't you?"

"I thought you liked that about me?"

He snorts, and his face hardens.

Great. I said the wrong thing again.

"I warned you to stay away from the cartels. But you had to keep digging, didn't you?"

"When did you get involved with them?" I quietly ask.

"And there you go again, sticking your nose where it doesn't belong."

Silence fills the car, and the last minutes of light leave the sky, turning everything to pitch black. All I see is Andre's face, so I tell myself to keep it together and figure out how to get away from Darien. And I pray they don't kill him or hurt him in any way.

"What part of Tela did you get off?"

"I don't know. It was the beach."

He slams his hand on the wheel. "Damn it, Naomi."

I jump, quickly reminding him, "Darien, you know I'm bad with geography."

"What did it look like?" he says through gritted teeth.

"Sand and water. Like any other beach."

"Were there lots of people?"

"No. We had to walk a bit until we got to a resort."

"What resort?"

"I don't know."

"Liar," he shouts.

"I'm not. I don't know. I didn't pay attention."

He pulls into the parking lot of a hotel. "You aren't going to be able to show me where it is in the dark, are you?"

"No."

He puts his hands over his face.

I sit as close to the door as I can, fearing he may go berserk on me.

When he removes his hands, he's calmed. The Darien I'm used to is back. "I'm sorry I hit you."

"It's okay," I tell him, even though it isn't.

His hand reaches to my cheek, and I try not to cringe or shake. "Have you eaten dinner?"

Have I eaten? Like I could.

"No."

"I'm going to come around and open the door. We'll get a room and grab some dinner. Tomorrow we will find the boat first thing in the morning."

Get a room. My stomach twists.

"You have a problem with my plan, Naomi?"

"No."

He strokes my cheek with his thumb. "Am I able to trust you again?"

"Yes."

"Don't try anything funny, Naomi. If you do, I'll have to do something I don't want to."

I don't want to find out what that is.

"I won't."

He smiles at me. It's the expression I've loved for years, and it's as if it's mocking me.

I don't know who you are.

Did I ever?

He wasn't always this way.

Or was he, and I just didn't want to see it?

I don't have time to figure it out. He gets out, opens my door, and when I step out of the car, he wraps his arm around my shoulders, as though nothing is wrong and we're together.

Every ounce of self-control I have is required not to elbow him and try to run away. My skin crawls and I shudder from the chill rolling through me, which only makes him pull me closer to him. The scent of his skin, a smell I used to enjoy, now makes me nauseous.

But I know I can't run at this moment. There is no opening.

And when we check in at the front desk, the receptionist asks, "One bed or two?" my gut drops more.

"Just one," he replies and raises his eyebrows, waiting for me to give him some sort of response.

Forcing myself to smile, I somehow manage to swallow down the bile rising in my throat.

I may have slept with Darien on and off for twenty years, but it was because I wanted to. The kiss he gave me the night before solidified the choice I made two years ago was right. The man I now know repulses me. I'm nauseous that I ever gave him any affection.

But what happens if I tell him no now?

Will he force himself on me?

I can't believe I'm even asking this about Darien.

After the woman hands him the key to the room, he puts his hand around my waist and leads me to the elevator.

We step inside, and my heart feels like it's going to pound out of my chest.

He leans into my ear. "You may have made a lousy decision yesterday, but I'm going to figure out how to forgive you. And there will be no more running ever again. Do you understand?"

I swallow the thick knot in my throat and slowly tilt my head up.

Darien is staring at me, waiting for an answer.

"Yes," I murmur, quickly looking back down as my tears fall silently to the floor.

He tugs my chin up. "You should have been mine years ago. You made a bad choice then and yesterday, but I'm going to forgive you for all of it, and we will move forward. From now on, I'm in charge, Naomi. Do you understand?"

The chaotic spinning of fear, anxiety, and sadness in my chest doesn't allow me to answer. I merely nod my head as an ocean of tears fall.
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Andre

Naomi's eyes are full of fear when she is forced out the door, and my heart cracks.

Focus and get out of this situation.

I'm going to kill him.

"You mess with our business?" A greasy man with long hair and a gold tooth holds the gun to my head.

I don't respond.

The second man has slicked-back black hair. It looks like he ran a comb through it after putting on gel. He comes closer and peers at me. The stench of his stale breath fills my airways. "Do you know what we do to people who take our things?" He cracks his knuckles and arches a brow.

The sound of a car starting fills my ears and rage builds in me.

He's leaving with her.

Stay calm.

It's not the first time I've had a gun to my head. And today isn't the day for it to be the last.

Darien took my woman.

I'm going to kill him.

And these bastards, too.

"You killed our guys?" the man says.

Killed his...?

He's part of Gómez's crew.

Darien's involved with the Colombian cartel and not the Belizean one?

"What's wrong? Your tongue not working? Maybe we should make sure it never does again." He pulls out a pocketknife and presses the cold blade to my cheek.

The men speak in Spanish, and I vow after this is over, I'm learning it. I don't know a word of what they're saying.

Time to make your move.

They're mid-sentence when two quick bangs fill the air and blood splatters on my face. Both of them drop to the floor next to me.

I turn in stunned silence. Dirk is in the doorway with his gun drawn. "Sorry to get blood on your face."

I let out a sigh of relief. "I gotta go. He took Naomi."

"Who?"

"Her ex, who's involved with the Colombian cartel."

Dirk raises his eyebrows.

Zoe walks in, looks wide-eyed at the dead bodies and my face, and swallows hard.

"Crap. Zoe, I told you to stay outside," Dirk says.

She turns green, and I point to the bathroom.

Zoe runs to it with her hand covering her mouth.

"That woman does not listen." Dirk grabs a blanket off the couch. "Wipe your face before you go."

I take it and do as he says.

"Besides having a gun to your head, you okay?"

"Yes. Tell Tinker I'll come back for the passports. Bermuda is the destination."

"Got it."

"Sorry to leave you with cleanup duty."

Dirk smirks. "You owe me."

"Big-time, bro." I sling my backpack over my shoulder and fist bump him on the way out. I open the garage, hotwire the car again, and take off.

Please be in Tela.

It's the only place he would go. He wants his drug stash.

I drive as fast as I can to Tela. It gets dark out. I'm just getting to town when I see Darien get out of an SUV and open the passenger side.

Naomi gets out and Darien puts his arm around her.

He's a dead man walking.

My heart beats faster, but I hold myself back from getting out of the car and going after him in the lobby.

Instead, I stay outside, watching them check in through the glass and quickly enter the lobby once they step into the elevator. The hotel is older, and the elevator has numbers above it that move floor to floor until it stops on level five.

I forgo the elevator and run up the stairs, knowing it'll be quicker.

I get to floor five and carefully open the door and step out into the hall, just as Darien is shutting the door at the other end of the corridor.

As I walk to their room, I pull my pistol with the silencer out of my backpack and flip the safety off.

Stepping to the side of the door so he can't peek through the eye hole and see me, I knock.

Every second that goes by, my heart beats in my ear.

"Who would that be?" he asks.

"I don't know," Naomi's shaky voice replies.

Five.

Four.

Three.

The door opens, and I don't hesitate. I spin, and his eyes widen the moment I shoot him.

He drops to the ground and blood pools around him.

"Oh God," I hear Naomi mutter. Her hand is over her mouth, and she looks at me, as if in shock.

I step over his body and pull her into my arms, and she breaks down.

"You're alive."

"Shh." I kiss the top of her head.

She looks up and cups my cheeks. "Did they hurt you?"

"No. Naomi, we have to go now."

She nods.

I pick her up so she doesn't step in the blood and put her down once we get in the hall. I shut the door and guide her down the five flights of steps and out the emergency exit, which leads to the parking lot.

We don't talk until we're in the car, and I veer off to a different parking lot.

I wrap my arms around her. "Are you okay?"

She is shaking but replies, "Yes."

"Did he hurt you?" I gently stroke her cheek where he slapped her.

"No."

"I'm sorry I didn't protect you, baby."

New tears fill her eyes. "You did."

"No. I didn't."

And I'm never going to forgive myself.

She locks her hands behind my head. "Stop. We're okay. That's all that matters."

I shake my head, guilt and disgust pooling in my gut.

She lowers her voice. "You have blood on your face and shirt."

"Yes. Dirk shot both those goons when they were right next to me."

"Dirk?" Her forehead wrinkles.

"He showed up at a good time."

"But you're okay?" she asks.

"Yes. It's just blood, and not mine."

Her shaky hand touches my cheek.

"We need to get back to Tinker's."

She kisses me, and I tear myself away from her to drive back to Tinker's.

When I get there, Dirk is washing the floor, and Tinker is gone.

"Where's Tinker?"

"Disposal duty with Axel."

"Axel's here?"

"Yeah." He points to the kitchen. "Penelope and Zoe are in there."

"Is my sister here?" Naomi asks with hope in her eyes.

"No."

Her face falls, and it crushes me.

"She's okay. Promise. Go wash your hands,” I direct.

She peers at them, as if realizing for the first time they have spots of blood on them. She nods and goes into the kitchen.

"I've got another problem," I blurt out.

"What's that?" Dirk asks.

"I killed Darien in his hotel room."

Dirk's eyes shut. "You didn't."

"I did."

He sighs. "You're making me work today."

I wince. "Sorry."

"The body is still there?"

"Yep."

"We'll need to get video surveillance as well," he states.

"How long until the guys are back?"

"My guess is not long."

I pick up some towels and scrub the floor. "How long did you leave after Malin?"

"Under an hour. Axel didn't wait as long. He could tell things were getting a little suspicious back at camp."

"How long did Malin wait to leave?"

"Thirty minutes tops."

"Hunter and Ryker are together. They left with passports only minutes before the thugs showed up."

"So Malin is the only one not accounted for so far?"

My stomach flips. It shouldn't be. He's dealing with lots of issues, and there's no time frame to get here, not knowing what he's up against. But it does.

Dirk's expression tells me he's uneasy with it, too.

"Don't say anything else. Naomi is already worried."

"Noted."

"How's Zoe handling everything?"

"Like a pop star."

"What do you mean?"

"She's used to getting her way, that's for sure."

"You two fighting?"

"Fight. Make up. Fight."

"That sounds like you're in a bad relationship."

He grunts.

I stop wiping the floor.

"What?"

"You're in way over your head, aren't you?" Dirk's a ladies' man. He's always got a date, and it's never the same woman more than twice. All the women he's with bend over backward to make sure he's happy. No one ever pushes his buttons.

Zoe's looks are totally his type. And he's been obsessed with her for as long as I can remember. Our team knows all her songs, since he plays them nonstop, even though none of us speak Spanish, except Dirk. Axel only knows a little from Dirk.

"She has an attitude, that's for sure."

"And you're digging it, aren't you?"

He wipes the last spot left on the floor quickly. "She never listens."

"You didn't answer my question."

"She does whatever I tell her not to."

I chuckle. "So, she's not throwing herself at you like you're used to?"

"She's—"

"You're back," Tinker says as he walks through the door with Axel. "Naomi with you?"

"Yep. We've got another issue though. Good to see you, man."

Axel and I pound fists.

"He killed her ex in a hotel room. The body and surveillance are still there," Dirk blurts out.

"You didn't," Axel mutters.

"Sorry."

"What hotel was it?" Tinker asks.

"I didn't even look. Naomi would know. She's in the kitchen."

He nods and leaves.

"Let me wash up and we'll leave. You stay with the women, Andre," Dirk instructs before following Tinker.

Axel shifts. "Tinker says Interpol is close?"

"I don't know. If Darien brought the Colombian drug cartel with him, I doubt he told Interpol where we were headed."

"Colombian? Not Belizean?"

"Nope. They referenced me killing their guys."

"You know what Interpol team was coming for you?"

"Ours."

Axel's face hardens. "Hunter was right. We should have told them."

"I'll take the blame for that one."

"Don't. I was in agreement with you."

"Kalim wasn't too happy, according to Ryker."

"If Interpol put the team on this, Kalim is in charge. He's not going to stop hunting us. You know how focused he is."

"Especially when he's pissed."

Axel crosses his arms. "Did Julieta and Vanessa tell you what they know?"

"No. They refused, but Vanessa insisted she wasn't stepping foot in a communist country and warned both Julieta and Naomi not to, either."

"Penelope thinks both the United States and Britain are involved in this. Their abductions all connect."

Hairs on my arm stand up. "How?"

"She knows stuff. Panama—"

"Axel, clean your hands. We need to go," Tinker calls out.

"We'll talk later." Axel says.

"Okay." I follow him into the kitchen.

"Lock the house up while we are gone," Tinker instructs.

"Will do. What room am I in? I need to shower." I ask.

"Pick one. Vanessa and Julieta changed all the bedding this morning."

Axel washes his hands. "Wish us luck."

"Where are you going?" Penelope asks.

He pats me on the back. "More cleanup. I'll be back."

"Be careful." She scrunches her eyebrows and a line forms between them.

"Don't worry. It's a typical day in the life of cleaning up after our fearless leader." He winks at her.

"Ha ha. Funny," I grumble.

"Give Penelope your gun while you shower."

I stare at Axel.

A cocky yet proud smile crosses his face. "She knows how to use it. Better safe than sorry while you're upstairs."

I turn to her. "You know how to shoot?"

"I was stationed in the Panama Canal. The first day I got there, I got mugged. It's not anything like England. I learned quickly and carried."

"Okay, then. You're officially on gun duty while I'm showering."

I should show Naomi how to use it.

The guys leave, and I make sure the doors and windows are all locked. I go back into the kitchen and hand Penelope my weapon. "I need to shower. Are you familiar with this type of Glock?"

"Yep." She flips the safety back and forth and smiles at me. "All set."

Jeez. She isn't kidding. She's super comfortable with it.

Zoe comes into the kitchen from the outside door. "Let's make some dinner. It'll be nice to have something besides snake."

"Snake?" Naomi asks.

"Yep. Dirk has a thing for snakes."

"He does pride himself on his ability to hunt those suckers," I confirm.

She snorts.

"It's protein," Naomi offers.

That's my girl.

Thank God I chose Naomi and not Zoe.

"A good rattlesnake can taste like Tilapia," I inform the ladies.

"Feel like I've been eating chicken forever. Let's see what Tinker has for us to make." Zoe opens the fridge.

Naomi and I exchange a glance.

I kiss her on the head. "I'm going to shower."

She smiles and I leave. I get into the bathroom attached to the bedroom and turn on the water. My clothes are almost off when Naomi comes in.

"Hey."

Her eyes are wet. "Can we go look for Emilia?"

I sigh. "I'm sorry, but we can't. They will make it here."

"Can we wait for them, then?"

"No. It's not safe."

"But—"

I put my finger over her lips. "Let me get you to safety. If the time comes and I need to come back to look for them, I will. But right now, it's too dangerous."

"They should have been here by now."

"Malin will keep her safe. It's just taking them a bit longer," I sternly say, wrapping my arms around her.

"What if something happened?"

I tilt her chin up. "Then I will come find them once I get you to safety. You have my word."

Her lip quivers, and a tear escapes her eye.

I kiss her tear. "I have to get this blood off me." I trail her cheek and collarbone with my finger. "I got some on you. Take your clothes off, and I'll clean you up."

Naomi strips down, and we step into the shower together. I move her under the water first to clean her face, then neck and chest, before spinning her and washing her back.

When I'm done, she turns. "Get under the water."

We change positions, and as soon as the water hits my head, washed-out blood drips down my body.

She reaches up and cleans my face then continues down the rest of my body before kissing the tattoo on my chest.

When there is no more blood, and the water is running clear, I wash her hair, then mine and tug her close to me.

"A real shower feels so good. I never thought about it in the past," she murmurs.

"Yep. Makes you appreciate the small things in life, huh?"

She smirks. "I'm wondering if we need Dirk to teach us his snake-killing skills before we part ways."

"I was thanking my lucky stars I paired up with you and not Zoe."

"She's a really talented musician, and everyone knows her. Even a lot of people in Belize who don't speak Spanish listen to her music. Plus, she's got the sexy musician thing down."

I snort. "One, you're way sexier. Two, she's high-maintenance. I'll take you any day." I lean down and kiss her just as the house shakes and screams fill the air. "What the hell is that?" I turn the water off, grabbing a towel to wrap around my body while running out of the room and down the stairs.

"Zoe. Penelope," I call.

"Kitchen," Penelope yells, and I quickly get there.

"Ow." Zoe is sobbing, and Penelope is holding her arm under the water. The flame from the stove is lit, and a pot of water is all over the floor.

"What happened?"

"I think we just had a small earthquake. The pot fell on her arm."

Zoe's arm is red and blistering. Her face is scrunched and eyes closed. She's taking deep breaths.

"Let me get my first aid kit."

Naomi comes into the kitchen. "I'll get it."

"I'll go put clothes on."

Naomi gets the kit as I throw on some clothes before going back into the kitchen.

I put a clean dish towel down. I have Zoe put her arm on it. "Take her rings off."

Naomi pulls them off her fingers.

Penelope strokes Zoe's hair as she whimpers in agony.

I apply ointment and bandage it then hand her a pain killer. "Take this."

"No thanks."

"It's just over the counter. It'll help with the pain."

"No," she cries out.

I hold my hands up. "Okay. You don't have to."

"Sorry," she quietly says.

"No worries."

"What were you making?" Naomi asks, picking up the pot.

"Tamales. Dirk likes them," Penelope teases.

Zoe rolls her eyes. "I was just trying to be nice and show him what real food tastes like."

I pick up a towel and mop the water off the floor.

"Tell me your recipe, and I'll make them," Naomi says.

"Okay." She sniffles.

The four of us make the food and put it in the oven to stay warm. The guys arrive back several hours later.

"Everything taken care of?" I ask.

Tinker nods. "Done."

"Thanks."

"What happened to your arm?" Dirk sits next to Zoe and puts his hand on her back.

"I burned it when the earthquake happened."

He pulls her closer. "Does it hurt?"

"I'll be fine. I can handle it."

"She didn't want to take any pain meds," I say.

Dirk strokes her shoulder, and she looks at her thighs. "I have numbing cream in my bag. Come upstairs, Zoe. I need to clean up and then I can put it on."

"Okay."

They leave and the doorbell rings.

"That should be your passports," Tinker says.

"Already?"

"My guy said he could do them quicker. He was done with all of his other work."

I turn to Naomi. "Guess we're leaving sooner than we thought."

Axel shakes his head. "I don't think so. The earthquake did some damage. There's a lot of trees down on the roads. You might get stuck if you leave tonight. It took us twice as long to get back, and the reporters are saying the roads leading to the airport are worse. Besides, I doubt any flights are leaving tonight for Bermuda.

Naomi beams. "At least we get to sleep on a good bed."
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Naomi

"Help!" Emilia's sobs ring in my ears.

The jungle is dark; so thick, I can't see past the trees.

Where is she?

"Please...help!"

"Emilia, I'm coming! Where are you?"

"Malin. Where are you?" Her voice cuts through my heart like a knife.

"Emilia," I scream and push through the foliage.

"Emilia," Malin calls from somewhere far away.

"Malin!" she cries again.

"Emi—"

"Naomi, wake up," Andre's voice interrupts the dream, his arms tightening around me.

My eyelids fly open. "They're separated."

"Shh. It's a nightmare."

I sit up in bed and my heart races. "No. Something bad happened."

Andre leans against the headboard and tugs me into his chest. "It's a dream. They're okay."

I push out of his hold and angrily state, "You don't know that. I need to go look for her."

He reaches for me again. "Listen to me, Naomi. Malin is my best friend. I've known him forever and would do anything for him. There is nothing we can do at this moment. We need to get to safety. I promise you, if I need to come back, I will."

"My sister is in trouble."

"You don't know that."

"I do," I insist at the same time a beep fills the air.

He turns the alarm from his watch off. "We have to go."

"Emilia—"

"Naomi, I need you to trust me."

More tears well in my eyes. "I do trust you."

Andre cups my cheeks. "If I need to, I will come back once I get you to safety. I promise."

He will. He's a man of his word. Do what he says, and don't make it tougher on him.

"Okay." I reposition myself, so I'm straddling him. "Thank you." I kiss him, and he glides his hands into my hair, holding me firm to his lips as he deepens our kiss.

The stirring in my gut is something that shouldn't be there. I've kissed him too many times to count since meeting him. But every single kiss he gives me is sparking a match and lighting my body on fire.

We're already naked, and the room still smells of sex from our activities the night before.

His erection presses on me. "We have to leave soon."

"I'll take a fast shower, and we can be quick," I murmur and sink on him.

A deep, delicious groan escapes his lips, and his warm hand slides down to palm my ass.

His body fills mine, penetrating my very core, teasing my walls that grip and mold around him.

My body hums from his touch—alive, buzzing, and zinging from every circle of my hips into his thrusts. And my belly full of flutters only deepens as his tongue explores my mouth.

"You feel too damn good, baby."

"Yeah?" I breathe.

"Mm-hmm." He tugs at my hair and sends an electric current down my neck with his lips.

"Oh God," I moan.

His hands go flying to my hips, and he pumps me vigorously on him. He growls, "Faster."

Within seconds, I'm spasming on his cock, and my cells fill with adrenaline.

He kisses me, muffling my whimpers, and groaning as our bodies skyrocket together.

In our aftermath, he holds me tight as our chests push into each other, finding more air.

"I wish we could stay here all day," I whisper.

He strokes my hair and tilts my head up. His eyes sear into mine. "Tomorrow, baby. We'll wake up looking out at the sea, and we won't go anywhere unless you want to."

"So, I'm in charge all day?" I tease him.

He wiggles his eyebrows. "Whatever you want, I'll make happen."

"Deal."

He pats my ass. "Let's get moving."

We quickly shower then get dressed. When we get downstairs, Tinker is already up and drinking coffee. Bacon and eggs are on the table.

"You're even higher on my friend list now." Andre snags a piece of bacon and takes a bite.

Tinker hands us each a plate.

I inhale deeply. "It smells so good."

Tinker sets a mug of coffee down in front of me.

"Even better."

He chuckles. "You two are so easy to please."

Andre puts his hand on my thigh. "Are flights still scheduled on time?"

"So far," Tinker responds.

"Any news on roads?"

"Supposedly clear. You should be good to get there within the hour."

"Perfect. No offense, but I'm ready to get out of this country."

"No offense taken. Honduras isn't for everyone."

"Why did you move here?" I ask.

"After twenty-five years in the Marines, I didn't want to keep working. I'm not a sucker like the rest of these guys."

"Hey," Andre says but with a smile on his face.

"The cost of living is cheap here and my military pension covers everything. I didn't really have much to go back to in the States, and I loved the climate here so…" He shrugs.

"Well, your home is beautiful."

"Thank you. You're welcome anytime."

"Thanks."

We are almost finished with our breakfast when Axel and Dirk come into the kitchen.

"Wondering when you would be down. Help yourself." Tinker points to the stove.

They fix their plates and sit.

"Are the ladies still sleeping?" Andre asks.

"Yeah," Axel confirms.

I put my fork down. "How's Zoe's arm?"

Dirk's face falls. "She was in a lot of pain last night."

"She still wouldn't take the pain medication?"

Dirk's face hardens. "No. She'll manage."

"Well, I hope she doesn't have any scarring. It looked nasty."

"I'll keep applying the ointment. It will help to repair her skin."

"Axel, you still haven't finished telling me what Penelope knows," Andre says.

"Things are going on behind closed doors."

My stomach flips. They always are.

"What things?" Andre demands.

He shifts, staring at me. "What do you know about Panama and the cartels?"

"It's the gateway country between Central and South America. For years, the cartels have fought to rule it."

"The guerrillas have been working with various cartels but especially the Colombian cartel to gain power."

"That would explain how the transaction occurred to sell Vanessa from the guerrillas to Gómez's gang," Andre says.

"But there's a bigger play going on," Axel says.

Chills run down my spine. It's the same feeling I get when I'm digging into a story and on the verge of finding something big. "What is it?"

"The U.S. and Britain—"

The house shakes so violently, the pan falls off the stove, and photographs come crashing off the walls. The chandelier above the table swings.

"Naomi, get down," Andre yells and pulls me under the table to shield my head from falling objects.

Everyone crouches under the table, and Andre protects my head further by holding me to his chest. The rumbling gets louder, and a bang fills the air. Zoe and Penelope's screams follow.

Dirk and Axel slide out from under the table and rush out of the room, yelling their names.

Objects continue to crash to the floor, and the shaking lasts several minutes.

When it finally stops, I'm not sure if Andre's heartbeat or my own is pounding harder.

"You all right?" he murmurs in my ear.

I slowly glance up. "Yes."

"Oh shit," Tinker groans.

I turn my head. The floor is covered with broken objects, and the wall is split in several places. Sunlight from the outside is peeking through the cracks.

"Andre! Tinker!" Axel hollers.

"Stay here. There could be another one," Andre tells me, and they bolt out of the room.

I stay under the table. A long time passes before Andre finally comes back.

"What happened?"

"The bedroom wall crashed in. Penelope was under it. Zoe was trying to help get her out."

"Is she okay?"

"Yeah. Thankfully, she's just shaken up but not injured." He takes my hand and slides me out, pulling me up into his arms, embracing me tightly.

"I'm okay," I assure him.

He kisses the top of my head.

"Hey, where's your adrenaline rush?" I tease.

"That could have been you upstairs and under all the drywall."

I stroke his cheek. "But it wasn't. I'm safe."

He briefly closes his eyes then kisses me. "I need to get you out of this country."

"You're really not a fan of Honduras, huh?" I tease.

"I'll feel better once you're safe."

"What do you think the magnitude of that earthquake was?"

"Felt big, but I'm not sure."

Tinker comes in and looks around. "What a mess."

"I need to get Naomi out of here." Andre claims.

Tinker nods. "Agreed."

"How do we find out if the airport got hit by this earthquake?"

"Don't know. The electricity and internet are out. But you need to try to go if you have any chance of getting on your flight."

"But your house is destroyed. We should stay and help you clean up," I say, looking around the kitchen. It doesn't look anything like it did a few moments ago.

"No. You go. Get to Bermuda." Tinker insists.

"He's right. We need to go, Naomi."

Tinker hugs me and kisses my cheek. "Maybe I'll see you in Bermuda."

"I hope so."

Andre finds his backpack under a pile of rubble and slings it over his shoulder. Tinker and he slap hands and pat each other's backs.

"Stay safe," Tinker says.

"Will do. Tell the others we'll see them in Bermuda."

Andre picks me up and steps forward.

"What are you doing?"

"There's wreckage everywhere."

I put my arms around his shoulders and lace my hands behind his neck. When we get outside, I kiss him.

He smiles. "What did I do to deserve that?"

"In the depths of destruction, there is a super sexy, hot stud named Andre..."

His eyes brighten, and he chuckles. "Not Rambo, Tarzan, or Clyde?"

"Nope. They don't hold a candle to you."

The grin on his face widens. "And you, Naomi Salazar, are a treasure. A beautiful, unique gem, and you make my head spin."

I try to bite my smile back. "I do?"

His smile falls. "Yes."

I kiss him again, trying to believe I really found someone like him in the middle of all this chaos. "Good."

"Good?"

"Mm-hmm. I’m glad I drive you crazy."

He chuckles.

"When we get to Bermuda, I'm going to give you some extra attention for carrying me over that mess back there." I wiggle my eyebrows.

His eyes twinkle. "I'll accept all the attention you want to give me."

I laugh. "You're that easy, huh?"

He grunts and kisses me then stands me on my feet. "We have to go. I wouldn't want to miss our flight and those extra perks." He opens the door to the car and squeezes my ass.

As we pull out of the driveway, I'm buzzing with happiness. My life has been turned upside down, but amid the upheaval, so much feels right...the best it's ever felt.

Andre takes my hand to his lips, and no one seems to exist, except us.

But that isn't the truth. And we should have thought about all the things that could happen from leaving after an earthquake of that magnitude.

If only we made a different decision.
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Andre

An hour to go and we can hop on a plane and be done with Honduras.

The earthquake did a lot of damage to Tinker's house, but the roads don't seem to be affected. We're making good time until we get twenty kilometers down the road and there's a big split in the street from the earthquake.

"Wow. That hole is huge," Naomi exclaims.

We get out of the car.

The rift is at least ten feet wide and fifteen feet deep. It splits the earth in both directions as far as I can see. The uneven dirt looks as if it's a roller coaster of hills on both sides of the split.

"I have the feeling we aren't getting to Bermuda tonight," Naomi mutters and leans over the edge.

I put my arm around her waist, worried about her falling in. "I would say that is a pretty accurate statement. Come on."

We get back in the vehicle.

I point to the glove compartment. "Is there a map in there?"

Naomi opens it. "Bingo!" She beams and opens up the paper.

My gut sinks when I look at the map. "It'll take us an entire day to get there going this route." I trace my finger on the lines.

"There's no guarantee those roads aren't bad, too."

I groan. "Let's head back to Tinker's."

Naomi pouts. "Aww. I was looking forward to you serving me all day in bed."

"Don't worry. You get a rain check. I'll be more than happy to fulfill your every wish."

"Deal." She winks.

We head back toward Tinker's and are almost there when two army green SUVs pull out behind us.

"What the..."

One of the vehicles moves to the other lane and increases speed until it's even with our car.

"What are they doing?" Naomi cries out.

"Trying to run us off the road," I say as the truck slams into the side of our car.

The vehicle we're in is no match for the power of the SUV, and we skid off the road. "Hold on!" We tumble down a valley. I throw my arm across Naomi's chest to try and protect her from flying forward and brace myself with my other hand.

When the car finally stops, there is smoke coming out of the hood, and my heart is racing. "You okay?"

"Yeah. Who was that?"

"I don't—"

The sound of gunfire fills the air.

"Get down." I push Naomi's head down to her knees and sink into my seat but look out the side mirror.

The men who ran us off the road are coming at us, and one is hanging halfway out the passenger side window with his machine gun pointed at our car.

"Andre, what's happening?" Naomi's shaky voice cries out.

"I'm not sure. Stay down."

There is nowhere to run. If we get out, they will shoot us.

I reach for my bag in the back seat, but they fire, and I duck back down into my position.

The vehicle approaches, and the men scream in Spanish.

Naomi rises and holds her hands up, and I slowly do the same.

"What's he saying?"

"We have to get out," Naomi says.

I need my gun.

Why did I put my backpack in the back seat?

The other vehicle approaches. One thug holds a gun aimed at us, and the others jump out.

They yank our doors open. Two pull me out, and one grabs Naomi.

"Don't touch her," I yell, but it's useless.

Watching Naomi's eyes fill with fear, and knowing there is nothing I can do, is beyond painful.

The men talk fast in Spanish, and I don't know what they are saying, except for the words Belize, Naomi Salazar, and Nicolas Gómez.

Naomi tries to fight them, but she isn't strong enough. The man drags her to his vehicle and shoves her inside.

I try to break free, but something hits my head, and I hear Naomi scream as everything goes black.

When I come to, my brain feels like a hammer is beating it.

So much pain.

Why is my head pounding like this?

Oh God, they took Naomi.

Everything is fuzzy and moving. I attempt to get up, but as soon as I lift my head, a gruff voice barks something out in Spanish. Something slams into my head again, and I fall into the blackness for a second time.

"Andre!" Naomi's voice sniffles in my ear. "Please, wake up."

"Mmm," I groan.

Something wet drips on my face. "Please. Don't die on me. Please." She sobs, and my head is repositioned onto something soft and warm instead of the cold, hard surface of whatever I'm lying on.

The scent of her flares in my nostrils and her voice is a soothing song.

Except she's crying.

Wait. Why is she crying?

"Na—" I try to swallow, but my throat is drier than it's ever been.

"That's it, baby. Wake up." Her angelic lips press against my forehead, and her hands grip my chest.

I try to open my eyes, but pain shoots through my head, and I moan again.

"Andre, please," she cries, and wetness slides across my skin.

"Shh," I manage to get out.

Her soft hair falls onto my neck and chest, and her mouth brushes all over my face. "Wake up for me."

"Hurts..."

Why does it take so much strength to talk?

She cradles my head closer to her body. "Please," she desperately whispers.

And I try everything I can to wake up, but my eyelids won't seem to open. For a long time, she begs me and sobs, but nothing I try works.

Naomi finally gives up and hums, with her cheek pressed to mine and her arms cradling my head.

I drift back to sleep until I'm jarred awake.

"Oh, no. Andre, wake up," Naomi sternly but quietly orders.

The sliding of metal fills the room, and more harsh male voices bark words out in Spanish.

There's a shaking, and as soon as I realize it's Naomi's body, her screams fill the air. My head hits the cold floor, and her warmth leaves me.

Where is she?

What are they saying?

Naomi, come back.

The blackness fills with far-away voices. Men growl words I don't understand. Naomi screams in their language before sobbing from a distance then crying out again. Vehicles skid loudly on the ground.

It's a nightmare I'm in, and I can't get out. No matter what I do to open my eyes or move, my body won't let me.

Time is something I can't grasp. It seems to go on forever. Then it quiets, and the darkness takes over some more.

Naomi's screams fill the air again.

My body continues to be paralyzed. No matter how much I tell it to move, it doesn't. I try to open my eyes, but nothing I do works.

Her screams continue until things go quiet again.

The sliding of metal awakens me out of my blackness. My eyes finally flutter open and bright light blinds me. I quickly shut them, and the sound of Naomi gasping for air fills my ears.

I try to open them again but struggle.

Over and over, the sharp inhale of Naomi's breath is loud enough to hear over the words of the men.

The metal slides and darkness resumes.

Naomi whimpers as if in pain and continues to draw in rapid breaths.

Open your eyes, damn it.

She needs you.

With every bit of strength I have, I force my eyes to open. I can't see anything.

More gasps.

What did they do to her?

"Baby." It comes out so low, I don't know if I even spoke the words. "Baby," I say again but louder this time.

Her sobs merge with her pants and she chokes.

Panic consumes me. My heart races, and my pulse throbs in my neck. I sit up, and dizziness overpowers me. My hands hold steady on the cold surface until the spinning motion stops.

She fights for more air.

"Naomi."

Her panting turns to wheezing.

I scoot on my bottom in the direction of the horrific sounds.

"Baby, where are you?" My voice grows stronger but is still low.

A small wail fills the room and my heart beats faster.

Why isn't she answering me?

"Naomi. Where are you?"

Louder gasps and sobs fill the air and my panic increases.

Where is she?

I move closer to the noise and keep going until I finally reach her.

When I touch her, she screams, and her hands hit me over and over.

At first, I jump back but quickly drag her into my arms and hold her so tight, she can't continue hitting me.

"Shh," I say over her loud shrieks.

Her screams turn into painful weeping.

"Shh. Baby, it's okay. I got you. Shh," I repeat so many times I lose track, trying to calm her.

Convulsions rip through her body, and I pretzel my legs around her to try and stop her from shaking.

A cold chill runs down my spine. Why is she sticky?

A gooey wetness slides down my legs and arms. It gets on my fingers and I sniff them.

Blood. It smells like blood.

"Baby, what did they do to you?" I try to stay calm, but my voice is laced with panic.

Naomi lets out a louder wail.

Is this her blood or someone else's?

I need some light to see.

What if I'm pressing on a wound?

"Naomi, am I hurting you?"

She presses closer to me, her chest heaving.

Amid the chaos, an engine starts. Whatever we are in jerks and we begin to move.

It's bumpy, and the sound of metal jostling into metal is loud, which creates more panic in Naomi.

Her cries intensify, and my heart feels like it's being ripped to shreds. And I want to kill whoever did this to her. Whatever they did to her, I want to subject them to one hundred times the pain and suffering.

Her clothes. Why are her clothes ripped?

What did they do to her?

My mind is still fuzzy from whatever they hit me with, and I can't see, but there is no doubt. Naomi's shirt is in shreds.

I'm not sure what else to do besides continue to hold her tight and shush her. I can't figure out if she's bleeding anywhere, but her skin over time becomes stickier and the liquid feels thicker.

It's drying.

For some reason, I hum the tune she did when she was trying to get me to open my eyes, and her cries start to dwindle.

For hours we travel. The darkness never lightens. I sit with my back on the wall and Naomi in my arms, humming and rocking her.

What did they do to her?

The anger inside me is torrential. It grips my soul, feeding my rage, pulling the devil that exists in me to the surface.

In the depths of destruction, there is no moral right or wrong.

My angel is wounded. She's frozen in her shock, and I don't know what happened.

My mind wanders. The scenarios that play out in my head I cannot speak of, and I try to turn them off but can't.

And all I seek to do is kill.

But not just with a bullet.

My need to bestow pain upon whoever hurt Naomi is a pinball bouncing in every atom of my body. And not an eye for an eye, but tenfold.

We come to a stop, and Naomi freezes, then begins to whimper again.

I hold her tighter, trying to figure out what to do to protect her, when they open the door. I have no weapons or intel on what's on the other side, and a wrong move could mean our demise.

But the door doesn't open. We sit for a long time with the flow of conversations of men speaking a language I don't know drifting to us, and I once again vow to learn the language, so I'm never again in the dark.

Laughter from the other side of the metal mocks me, stirring my blood. It bubbles and stews with a vengeance so raw, I hold myself back from banging on the wall and screaming for them to be men and let me out.

Naomi's fingers dig into my chest, and tears soak my shirt.

Doors slam and we begin another long, bumpy journey.

My guess is several hours pass. Naomi slowly tilts her head up. "A... Andre."

"Yeah, baby?"

"I..." Her body shakes again, and more tears fall.

I put my lips on hers while shushing her.

What did they do to her? I ask for the millionth time.

I wish I could see her.

She presses her face into the curve of my neck and hums.

I don't know what to do, and my fury is so potent, I'm worried I'm going to scare her if I don't figure out how to control it.

At least, for now.

So I hum with her, holding her tight, shielding her from the bumps of the trip. The entire time, I try to stop the quivering of rage in my belly.

Whatever they've done to her, they will pay. It won't be merciful, or quick. I will make sure their death is worse than the hell they are going to.

But first, I need to figure out how to protect her from whatever this situation is that we're in.
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Naomi

While Andre Wasn't Conscious

"Naomi Salazar, we meet again." Santiago Gómez has an expression on his face I've not seen before. It's a sinister smile and sends chills into the core of my bones.

I blink hard, trying not to show any weakness. A man like Santiago gets off on others showing fear around him. I don't want to give him the satisfaction.

Tell me what you want so I can go back to Andre.

Andre. God, please don't let him die.

Andre is in the truck we were both thrown in. They took a Glock and rammed it into his head then dragged him to the other vehicle.

I was petrified they would separate us, and I'd never see him again, but we were both taken to the same location and thrown into the back of an empty delivery truck.

Santiago trails his finger down my cheek, and I jerk my head to get away from him, but he forcefully grabs my chin and steps so close to me, his mouth is only inches away. "You're responsible for the death of my men."

"No." I try to deny it, but deep down, I know my rescue was the cause of his men's demise.

"If you and your boyfriend weren't so valuable, I'd kill both of you now."

I swallow the thick lump growing in my throat.

He tugs my hair back so my face is toward the sky. Vicious, evil eyes stare back at me. "You mess with my business. You harm my army."

I stay silent and will my lip to stop shaking, but it won't.

His sneer grows. "Time to have some fun."

Fear roots itself in my toes and multiplies through every cell of my body, causing a quivering in my gut. The darkness residing in his eyes is the truth of who he is and what he's capable of, and my breath shallows from anxiety.

What is he going to do to me?

He takes a step back and points at me.

A loud pop then a buzzing zap sound fills the air as an electrical current sends excruciating pain shooting through my back and in every nerve of my body.

I scream and fall to the ground, shaking while Gómez's crew cheers.

Santiago kneels, pulls something out of my back, and screams in my face, "Get up."

I can hardly move, and he yanks me to my feet and drags me to a tree, so I’m facing it. Then he tugs at my shirt with so much force, it splits down my torso and only hangs by my sleeves.

More cheering.

I can't stand on my feet from the previous assault, so he takes a rope and ties it around my waist and the giant tree trunk.

Oh God. He's going to torture me.

"Bring them," he shouts.

Two men, their faces covered in blood, fight his men but are powerless. Santiago's thugs position them on the tree so they are on both sides of me.

One speaks Spanish. The other sends a new chill through my bones when he speaks.

Fear grips me as I slowly turn my head toward him. While his face is so swollen I can't recognize him, his voice I'd know anywhere. I gasp. "Ezra."

Why do they have him?

What have they already done to him?

"Behind closed doors," he mumbles.

What is he talking about?

"What?" I whisper.

Santiago's finger glides from my neck down my spine and into my shorts. He strokes the slit of my ass, and I shudder. Leaning into my ear, he murmurs, "If you weren't valuable to me, then you'd be getting what they get. One day, I'll find you, and this will be your fate. For now, I'll have to play with you in some different ways."

My sobs turn into a wail, and I realize I've been crying since they zapped me.

He steps away.

Two cracks fill the air, and Ezra and the other man scream.

Horrified, I yell and am immediately filled with electric shocks again.

Over and over, the cracks of the whips ricochet in my ears. Santiago's men beat them quickly, and cheers compete with the shrieks of pain. The stranger's shrill scream is deafening, and Ezra's cries shatter my soul.

It feels like forever. The men get whipped. I get shocked, and whatever they are sticking in my back gets ripped out. My nerves become so distraught, I don't feel the blood from the other men dripping down my arms and legs. If I weren't tied to the tree, I would collapse on the ground.

The rough bark rubs against my skin, chafing it, as the volts of energy push me closer to it.

The pain is so fierce, I blackout a few times but not for long enough. The men become so bloody their clothes are hanging off them in shreds, and they no longer scream in pain. Their quiet murmurs fill my ears.

They're dying.

I'm going to die, too.

Eventually, there are no more sounds from the men.

"Ezra," I barely whisper.

His blank eyes stare back at me, and a new wave of sorrow grips me.

Grief cuts deep, but there's also another realization. I'm next.

But they don't kill me. They leave me tied to the tree with the bloody corpses.

A thug comes over and loosens the rope then pushes the men toward me so I'm a sandwich between their lifeless remains.

Blood covers me. The stench of death consumes my airways, and I puke on one of the bodies.

There's so much loud laughter and cheering it doesn't even register anymore.

Am I dead?

Surely, I'm going to die?

Birds land on the men and begin to peck at them. One nips at my back and I scream in pain.

More laughter and Santiago's men begin throwing stones at the birds. Several hit me, but my tears are silent as my body seems to not be able to handle any more pain.

The night becomes darker. The crackle and smell of a campfire and food fill the air, and it mixes with the stench of the deceased.

Animals howl and screech. Bugs bite my flesh. The cold of the night air sets in my bones.

Tethered to the tree, I can't move, except for the involuntary trembling of my body when I'm shocked again for fun.

Pain, tears, and screams consume me. Exhaustion sets in, but there is no escape from any of it.

When the sun finally rises the next morning, there's a moaning next to me. One of the men is alive.

He struggles to talk but prays for God to take him away.

Santiago's men hear him. They mock him then begin whipping him again, and it starts all over.

Three different times I'm shocked until a man yells, "Out of prongs."

The man next to me continues to be beaten, and I don't know how long it goes on, but sometime later in the morning, he finally dies.

I've accepted my fate that this is it. That Santiago is going to kill me, and he only told me he wouldn't the day prior to add to my torture.

But then he suddenly comes to the tree and releases the rope.

I collapse to the ground, and he kicks my ass with his boot and tells me to get up. There is nothing left in me. My limbs are as strong as cooked spaghetti.

He spits on me, calls me a whore, and commands one of his men to pick me up and lock me back up.

I'm dragged up, pushed back into the truck, and I fall to the ground. It's dark. I can't see anything. It takes every bit of energy I have, but I crawl to the corner.

A man's voice says my name, and my body stiffens.

They are in here, too. I'm going to get hurt again.

No. Fight back before they restrain you again.

But I can't see.

The deep voice keeps saying my name. He asks me where I am.

He can't see me, either.

Maybe I have a chance.

I cower closer to the corner; every inch of my body trembles and I can't breathe. No matter how hard I try, I can't seem to get enough air. My heart stutters and a sharp pain begins to stab it. And every word that comes out of the man's mouth creates a new panic within me. I debate how to escape him, but the darkness and exhaustion I'm already feeling don't allow my brain to process any type of plan.

I don't know how much more I can take.

Strong arms reach around me, and I hit back as hard as I can, but it's useless. He restrains me with his limbs and tightens his grip so I can't move.

I'm screaming. I can't stop. He won't let me go.

"Shh. Baby, it's okay. I got you. Shh," he says over and over.

A long time passes before my body relaxes, and I sink into his arms.

He keeps asking me questions, but nothing registers. More time passes, and he begins to feel safe.

It's Andre. He has me.

New tears pour down my cheeks.

Andre hums my favorite song my mom used to sing to Emilia and me. He holds me tight and I can't feel anything but his arms and the electric buzz running through my spine.

We stop moving.

Oh no. They are going to come get me again.

No. Please. No.

My body shudders hard. I can't stop crying. Andre holds me tighter and kisses my head.

With a jolt, we move again. I curl further into him and hum. He hums with me.

Andre wants to know what happened. But I don't even know how to tell him.

Parts of my body are still numb. Others aren't. The never-ending buzz of pain sizzles along my nerves and it won't stop.

Darkness permeates everything. I wonder if there will ever again be light.


20
[image: ]
[image: ]



Andre

You have to do it.

Get Naomi out of this situation and then deal with the next one.

We're still moving. The jostle of the terrain increases, but the truck doesn't slow down.

I slip my finger under my watch and hold it to the backside. My fingerprint will activate the tracking device inside the timer. Interpol will send a team.

It's the lesser of two evils for now.

I don't know where we are. I'm not sure how many men are with us. From the few words I caught in Spanish, my hunch is the Colombian cartel has us.

My watch flashes once in green.

It's activated.

My entire team has the same watch. It's coded to our fingerprints. I instructed them to turn it off before they left.

As much as I don't want to deal with Interpol, it's the only way I see us getting out of this situation. And I didn't remember until now I'm wearing my tracker.

Please send Kalim and let him understand why I did what I did.

Naomi still isn't talking. Besides the attempt a few hours ago to speak, she hasn't tried again and is now asleep in my lap.

At least I think she is. I still can't see anything, but her breathing is calm, as if she is sleeping. I kiss her head and debate about how to get out of this alive in case Interpol takes too long to rescue us.

How long has it been since our capture?

How long was she out there?

What did they do to her?

I'm going to kill all of them.

No matter what I do, my anger rides on a roller coaster. The moment I calm, new thoughts enter my mind about what could have happened to her, and the depths of my rage recycle.

I wish I could see her. I'm worried she may have wounds that could get infected. I don't know if I'm pressing on an open sore or making anything feel worse for her.

Why did you leave Tinker's? You should have waited until you knew for sure the roads were clear.

Why didn't you have your backpack in the front seat with you?

Every second I sit in the moving prison cell we're in, guilt grows with my fury.

There's a big bump, and my body lifts off the floor, then slams down.

Naomi stirs with a gasp.

"Shh. It's okay, baby."

"Where are we?" she whispers.

"I'm not sure, but Interpol will be coming."

Her body stiffens. "What? You're turning me in?"

I hold her tighter. "No. But we need to get out of here, and it's safer than this situation. After we get rescued, I'll figure out what's next."

"Andre..." She trembles.

I stroke her hair. "Yeah?"

"It hurts."

"Where?"

"I...my..." She sniffles, and my chest becomes wet.

"Take your time, baby. Breathe with me."

We take several deep inhales together.

She lifts her face. Her hand reaches for my cheek. "My entire body. It feels... I still feel..." She puts her forehead against my lips.

I palm the back of her head and murmur, "What did they do?"

"Tree...men...blood," she weakly replies so faintly, I almost don't hear it.

Never before in my life have I ever felt so helpless. I don't know how to help her. The lack of knowing what they did to her gnaws at me. And I need to find a way to help her come back.

"Death and then again," she croaks out.

What she says confuses me. She's still in shock, but I need to prepare her for what is about to happen. I kiss her forehead. "Baby, I need you to understand what I'm going to tell you."

"What?"

"When Interpol comes, go with whomever I tell you to."

She digs her nails into my shoulders and her chest heaves. "Don't leave me."

"I'm not. But when they come, you need to go when I say and not question it."

"I'll go with you."

"No, baby. You'll need to go with whom I say. I'll be behind you. Promise me."

"But—"

"No. Promise me," I sternly say, and she jumps. "Sorry. I didn't mean to scare you."

A shudder runs through her body.

I quietly repeat, "Promise me."

"O... Okay."

I tuck the hair behind her ear and locate her lips. "Good, baby. I'll be behind you, okay?"

She nods.

"Can you tell me what hurts so I don't make it worse?"

"You aren't. Just hold me."

I tug her closer, and she rests her head back on my chest.

"Ezra. They had Ezra."

"Your boss?"

"On the tree."

New goose bumps break out on my arms.

"Ezra's dead." Her voice is hollow.

Santiago killed her boss, too?

"What if they don't come?" she mumbles.

"They will."

"But what if... I can't go back...oh God." She breaks down and sobs.

"Shh. I won't let them get to you. Try to go back to sleep."

Her tears eventually dry, and her sounds lead me to believe she is asleep again.

Trees.

Men.

Blood.

Death.

What does it mean?

The mystery of her pain is a knife that twists in my heart. I stroke her leg, and I cringe from the rough terrain of her skin.

Is it dried blood or a scab?

If it's dried blood, is it hers or someone else's?

If it's not blood, then what is it?

The beating of my pulse pounds in my ears. I play different scenarios in my mind about what to do should our captors try to hurt her again.

Several hours pass. The road is smooth for a while then becomes bumpy again.

Naomi stirs. "Andre?"

"Yeah, baby." I stroke her head.

"So much buzzing."

"Where?"

"In my body."

Buzzing in her body?

"What do you mean, sweetheart?"

"From the shock. I... I can't stop it."

"Can you tell me what happened?"

"It felt electric."

"What did?"

"My back. They didn't whip me like the men."

"What men?"

"The dead men." She traces my collarbone with her finger.

"What did they do to you?" I gently repeat.

Tears fall once more. "Jolts. Buzzing. Hot."

The twisting of my gut spins faster.

Those bastards tasered her.

How many times did they do it to her that she is still feeling it?

It's prong sores on her back I've been feeling.

She's going to get an infection if we don't clean her wounds soon.

"Baby, do you know how long you were out there?"

"Light...dark...morning...Santiago," she whispers and tugs at my chest hair.

I should have killed Santiago when I rescued Naomi.

"They tasered you the entire time?"

"Sometimes in the dark...he prayed in the morning."

"Who?"

"The dead guy."

"What dead guy?"

"The men on the tree with me."

Trees. Men. Blood. Death.

The picture becomes more explicit, and I swallow the thick knot forming in my throat.

They tied her to a tree and kept her there for hours between tasing her.

Stay calm for Naomi.

The beast in me wants to beat on the walls of the truck until someone dumb enough opens it up, or my body can't handle it anymore and my rage subsides.

Your anger will never go away.

They will pay. Every one of those thugs will pay.

"Where do you hurt the worst?"

"My back."

"Are my arms hurting you?"

"No. Don't let me go." She clutches my shoulder.

"I won't. Tell me—" There's a barrage of machine gun fire, loud popping, and the truck sways so forcefully, we slide to the other wall.

I hold Naomi's head tight to my chest with one hand and her body with my other. My back hits hard against the metal as the truck continues to slide on the gravel.

Naomi's raspy voice screams.

Interpol is here.

"Remember, go when I tell you."

She grips onto me. "Please don't leave me."

"I'll be behind you."

More gunfire echoes in the air. Loud shouting in Spanish mixes with the whirring of a helicopter and the skidding of vehicles.

The truck stills.

"Stay down," I instruct Naomi, worried bullets might tear through the metal.

I slide on my ass toward the door and shield her as best as possible.

The gunfire becomes more sporadic, and the roar of a helicopter comes closer.

When there's no more voices or explosions and only the motor of the aircraft can be heard, I rise and help Naomi up and stand in front of her.

I'm sure Interpol has killed every one of them, but I'm not taking any chances of the wrong person opening the door.

"Lòpez," a familiar voice calls out, and relief shoots through me.

"Kalim," I yell.

"Stand back so we can shoot the locks off."

"Going to the left corner." I move Naomi and put her between the walls and my body.

"Positioned," I yell.

A shot is fired. Naomi screams and shudders in my arms. The door opens and light filters into the room.

My eyes take a few seconds to adjust, but I pick up Naomi and carry her outside.

The helicopter is right over our heads. The wind from the spinning blades is strong, and dirt blows everywhere.

Kalim points to the dropped pulley.

We move quickly. I set Naomi down. "Go with Kalim," I yell.

She pulls away from me. I see her for the first time since our abduction and swallow down the bile rising in my throat.

Blood covers her. Her skin has bruises and scrapes and dirt everywhere. Scratches cover her face. The front of her shirt hangs in two pieces, only remaining on her body by the sleeves. Her blue eyes, usually bright even in non-ideal situations, are full of fear.

"Lòpez," Kalim barks and pulls me out of my trance. He hands me a harness and hooks his to the rope.

I put the harness around Naomi and attach Kalim's to hers. She grips my shoulders. "Andre, don't leave me."

I blink hard as dirt blows in my eyes from the copter. "Go with Kalim. I'm behind you."

Tears fall. "No. Please," she cries out like a wounded animal and grips me tighter.

"Lòpez, we have to go," Kalim yells again.

It takes both Kalim and me to get Naomi in a position so they can be lifted. The entire time she wails and tries to get Kalim to release her, but he holds her tight to him.

I run to the truck and push past the dead bodies in hopes of finding my backpack, but it isn't there.

Double screwed to get out of this next situation.

By the time I get back, the harness lowers. I secure myself and am soon in the helicopter. Naomi is screaming so loud, I can hear her through the chaos, and when I get inside the aircraft, Kalim is holding her down.

The door shuts.

"Let her go," I say.

He releases her, and I pull her into my arms and in my lap.

She's shaking and sobbing so loudly, I blink hard to hold back tears of my own.

I try to comfort her as Kalim stares at me with wide eyes.

When Naomi finally settles, she falls asleep in my arms. I turn to Kalim.

"How many did you take out?"

"There were only six."

Only six.

"Santiago Gómez?"

Naomi shudders in my arms.

Maybe she isn't asleep.

Kalim shakes his head.

"He's mine," I growl.

Kalim's dark eyes turn to slits. "Did you forget you aborted your last mission?"

"You would have done the same thing."

Kalim angrily points at me. "I was there and wasn't given a choice."

"I'm sorry. I did it so you didn't have to choose."

He scowls.

Shit, he's still pissed.

"Kalim—"

He holds his hand up and nods to the rest of the crew. "Not now."

I obey him and hold my tongue for several minutes, wondering how to get Naomi and me out of this mess. I need to get Kalim on my side. But I'm not sure how.

"What country are we in?"

"Belize."

The cartel was taking Naomi back to trade her for Nicolas Gómez.

"Where are we going?"

"Cayman Islands. She needs medical care, and so do you."

"Then where?"

Kalim's face hardens.

He's got orders to deliver her to the U.S.

And I bet money Interpol wants to question me back in France.

"You don't know what you're doing," I quietly say.

Kalim turns away, and I do the same. The rest of the ride, I try to figure out what our next move is.

My survival gear is gone. My woman is broken in pieces and needs medical attention. The team of men I trained is the best of the best and not going to be easy to slip past.

I focus on Naomi, wondering what the extent of her physical injuries are and how I'm going to help her emotionally recover from the torture they put her through.

For the first time in my life, I feel unsure about how to make things happen.
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Naomi

"Wake up, Naomi," Andre softly says.

Why does my body hurt so bad?

Santiago.

Ezra's dead.

My eyelids fly open, and panic seeps through every cell in my body.

"Shh. It's me. You're okay," Andre assures me.

I slowly lift my head from his chest.

His eyes are full of worry, but his lips turn slightly up. He cups my cheeks. "Hey."

"Where are we?"

"Cayman Islands. We're at the hospital."

We're in a helicopter.

I look around. "Where is everyone?"

"They stepped outside so you weren't startled."

Flashbacks of the last few days, including being lifted into the helicopter, slowly move through my head. "I... Did I sleep the entire way?"

"Most of it."

I thought he was going to die.

I stroke the side of his head, tears fall, and I cry out, "Are you okay?"

He pulls me back into his arms. "Shh. I'm fine."

"I'm really confused."

"I think you've been in shock."

Shock. That's what they did to me. They shocked me for hours.

"They...they..." Tears choke me.

"Shh." He presses his forehead to mine. "Everything is going to be okay."

Is it? Will it ever be again?

Andre pins his gaze on me. "We need the doctor to look at you."

"No. Don't let them touch me," I cry out.

He holds his hands firm to my head. "Baby, you have open wounds on your back from the taser prongs and scrapes everywhere. I'm worried about infections."

I glance down at my body and am horrified to see the bloodstains on my skin. My hand flies to my mouth, and the stench of grime, sweat, and blood overpowers me. My stomach twists.

"Naomi, let's go in and get you cleaned up."

I peer out the window and see men in head-to-toe black outfits standing near the helicopter. A new panic takes hold. "Are they going to deliver me to the U.S.?"

Andre's jaw clenches. "I'll figure out our next steps. But right now, you need medical attention."

"Andre—"

He puts his finger over my lips. "Doctor first. Then we'll discuss the next steps."

"Don't let them take me!"

"I won't, baby."

"Tell me you won't leave me."

"I'm not letting you out of my sight." He quickly kisses me on the lips. "Let's go."

He steps out of the helicopter and picks me up. We're on the roof, and he carries me to the elevator and into the room we're expedited to.

I don't look at the other men. My brain tells me they are safe, but something in me is scared of anyone but Andre.

For the next few hours, medical teams check out both Andre and me. They clean both of us. At first, they attempt to move him to his own area, but I object, and he tells them he's not leaving me.

The Interpol team stays out of the room for the majority of the time. After a few hours, Andre and I are as clean as we're going to get from the hospital staff. I get a tetanus shot and a round of IV antibiotics. Every time someone other than Andre touches me, I jump and my pulse races. The sharp pains that soared through my heart in the truck come back, and I clutch Andre's hand, or shirt, or any other part of him I can.

The doctor looks at my back, but it becomes hard to breathe, and the chest pains change. Instead of a stab, it now feels as if someone is scraping glass across my heart. New tears fall down my cheeks, and I clench Andre's arm with my shaking hand.

He strokes my hair and keeps eye contact with me. He asks the doctor, "Can you move in front of Naomi, please?"

The doctor takes a few steps in front of me, and my breathing calms. "Do you normally have panic attacks, Ms. Salazar?"

"Never."

"It's not unheard of after a traumatic experience."

I stare at him, unsure of what to say.

"Is her back infected?" Andre asks.

"So far, it doesn't appear that way. You'll need to keep it clean and put antibiotic cream on it."

"Am I going to have scars?"

He shifts and looks slightly uncomfortable. "You had a considerable amount of flesh ripped when the prongs were removed. Scarring is highly likely. But the cream I'll give you can help with some of the damage."

I'm going to always have a memory. A stain of the wrath of Santiago Gómez.

"What about nerve damage from the shocks? Naomi still feels a buzzing." Andre asks.

"It's getting a little better." I admit.

The doctor smiles. "Time will answer a lot of your questions. Unfortunately, we don't know all the answers at this very moment. But if it's improving, that's a good sign. I want you to continue a round of medication for the next week and follow up with your primary care physician."

I turn to Andre.

He tucks my hair behind my ear. "We'll make sure we do that."

The doctor instructs the nurse, "Go ahead and bandage her wounds."

I grasp Andre's arm again and struggle to breathe.

"Can you give me the bandages and I'll do it?"

She looks at the doctor.

He hesitates but says, "Sure. The nurse can direct you on what to do. It'll be good for you to know how to change them."

"Thank you."

He leaves, and the nurse directs Andre on how to clean and bandage my wounds.

"Take this with you." She hands me a plastic bag. It has my prescription, ointment, and bandages in it.

"Thank you."

"I hope you feel better soon." She smiles and leaves.

Andre sits on the bed next to me. "I'm sorry I let this happen to you."

"This wasn't your fault."

"I didn't protect you."

I stroke his cheek. "You couldn't have done anything," I insist, not wanting him to feel any guilt or responsibility for Santiago's actions.

His face hardens and voice lowers. "I'm going to make him pay."

"Don't leave me," I cry out and grab his arm, scared of being without him and not sure who this needy woman I sound like is right now, but unable to control her.

He caresses my hair. "I'm not. I promise."

Knock. Knock. Knock.

We turn, and a man in all black, who was at the helicopter when we got out, stands in the doorway.

"Kalim," Andre flatly states, and his body stiffens.

"Can we talk in private?"

"Whatever you have to say, do it in front of Naomi."

Kalim raises his eyebrows.

Andre tugs me closer to him.

Kalim sighs then shuts the door. "Ma'am. Are you feeling better?"

"Yes. Thank you."

His smile is warm and genuine. "I'm glad to hear that." He hands me a plastic bag. "I bought some clothes for you in the gift shop."

"Thank you."

Kalim throws Andre's backpack on the bed next to him. He pulls up a chair.

"Where did you get this?"

"The guys found it in the SUV that trailed the truck."

"Thanks."

Uncomfortable silence fills the room for several minutes. Neither Andre or Kalim flinch or even blink.

Andre shifts first and scowls. "Are you giving me my bag to help me, or are you still pissed I tried to protect you?"

"You should have told me. You left six of us with shot-out tires in a jungle."

"I didn't instruct Hunter to open fire on you."

"He's always been a hothead."

Andre snorts. "Might be true, but I heard you didn't take the news too well."

Kalim crosses his arms. "How would you have taken it?"

"Point taken."

Silence.

"I don't understand why you'd abort a mission with a target."

"Her name's Naomi," Andre growls, his eyes in slits.

I put my hand on his chest, and he exhales.

"Sorry, ma'am. I mean no disrespect. Andre, we need to talk alone," Kalim repeats.

"Naomi isn't leaving my sight."

Kalim points to Andre. "You're being stubborn."

"What are your orders?" Andre asks.

"Deliver Naomi to the U.S., and the boss wants you in France."

"She's not going to the U.S."

Kalim's eyes bounce from Andre to me. "Tell me why."

"She'll be the President's negotiation tool to get custody of Nicolas Gómez. The Belizean government will take her, and what she just went through with Santiago will be just a taste of what they'll do to her."

I shudder at the mention of Santiago, and Andre tightens his hold.

Kalim squints. "Because of the information you have on your leaders?"

"Yes," I whisper.

"Why does the President want..." Kalim's eyes widen.

"Yeah. Now you're catching on," Andre says.

"You think the President would use Naomi for his personal vendetta."

Andre scowls. "You've met the man."

"I'd like to say you've just been hanging out with Malin too long, but I won't deny he's ruthless."

The mention of Malin tugs at my heart. "Have you heard anything about my sister, Emilia?"

Kalim glances at Andre.

"What aren't you telling me?" I cry out.

He keeps his focus on Andre.

I grip Andre's arm.

"What is it?" Andre demands.

"He turned on his tracker."

"And?"

"When we got there, only clothes and his watch were there."

My hand flies to my mouth, and my heart beats so fast, I think I might have a heart attack. "Whose clothes?"

Kalim swallows hard. "His survival gear and a set of women's clothes."

"They're dead?" I cry out.

"No. We don't know that," Andre sternly replies.

"But why would they—"

"We didn't find any bodies."

Andre quickly states, "Then they aren't dead. When was this?"

"The day Naomi's boyfriend called Interpol."

"Ex," Andre barks.

Kalim holds his hands in the air. "Ex. Sorry."

"Where were they?" Andre asks.

"On the outskirts of Belize City."

"But that was north of our location," I point out.

"Why would they go there?" Kalim questions.

I shrug. "I don't know, but we have to look for them."

"Naomi, you aren't going back to Belize," Kalim says.

"She's not going to the U.S.," Andre growls.

The two men lock eyes. The only sound is the fluorescent light humming above us.

"We fought in wars together," Andre quietly says.

"Are you calling in the favor you told me not to ever worry about?"

Andre's jaw clenches. "If that's what you need to hear from me, then yeah, I'm calling in my favor."

Kalim's lips twitch. He glances at me then turns and picks up Andre's backpack. He stuffs the plastic bag the nurse gave me in it and takes cash out of his wallet and tosses it in as well. "There's a burner phone in there. Don't turn it on until you're wherever you need to go. It's connected to a burner I'm carrying. I'll go back to Belize and search for Malin and your sister. Turn your watch off as soon as you step out of this hospital."

Andre nods.

"I have a friend, Annabella, who lives here. She runs the Parrot's Inn and is expecting you. Stay there as long as you need to, but it's probably best if you get out of this country as well. A black Audi is out front waiting to take you there."

"The Annabella?" Andre raises his eyebrows.

Kalim stays silent. They exchange a look I can't decipher.

Andre opens his backpack. "Did the guys pull the passports out of my bag?"

"No. They didn't even see them. I'm the only one who went through the contents."

"Did you put it on the list for Interpol?"

"No. Only your gun and other stuff. The passports are safe to use."

"Thanks. I owe you."

Kalim gets a cocky grin. "No. I think we're even now."

"You feel better now that you made me say it?" Andre asks.

"Yep."

Andre shakes his head and snorts.

"Annabella knows a guy who owns a private plane. She'll arrange your flight out of here."

"Appreciate it," Andre says.

"I can't guarantee a window unless you leave now. Give me seven minutes. Turn right, then left, and you'll go all the way to the front doors. But you didn't hear anything from me." Kalim winks.

"Thanks, man."

"Stay safe."

"You, too."

"Ma'am." Kalim nods and leaves.

Andre glances at his watch and turns.

I'm already pulling clothes out of the plastic bag.

"Naomi, are you okay to go? If you aren't ready, then I'll figure something else out."

"Yes. If this is our chance, then let's go. I'm not going to the U.S."

"Okay, baby. Let me help get your shirt over your back." He helps me get changed. "We need to move fast once we leave this room."

For the first time since our capture, I feel like myself for a brief moment. "I won't let you down, Clyde."

Andre grins and blinks hard. "You could never let me down."
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Andre

"Welcome! I've been waiting for you. I'm Annabella," she says with a French accent. She smiles, and her warm-brown eyes light up. Her reddish-brown hair is pulled into a slick ponytail and her pouty lips are painted red, which makes her slightly sunburned cheeks look pinker. Her bangs almost cover her eyes but aren't so thick you can't see her eyebrows, which are perfectly plucked.

I can see why Kalim has been obsessed with you all these years. You're exactly his type.

I kiss her quickly on both cheeks. "Ma'am. I'm Andre. This is Naomi."

Naomi smiles and nods but grips my arm and stays by my side. She politely says, "Nice to meet you."

I put my arm around her waist, and she sighs, as if in relief.

How am I going to help her recover from all this?

Annabella addresses Naomi. "It's a short walk to your cottage. Do you want me to get a golf cart, or are you okay walking?"

"I'd prefer to walk."

"Great. Follow me."

She leads us down a small stone path. It has a rainbow of different colored flowers on both sides.

"This is beautiful." Naomi bends down and smells a vibrant reddish-pink flower.

"That's a Red Ginger Lily." Annabella beams.

"It's lovely. Smell it." Naomi's eyes shine.

There's my girl.

I sniff the spicy, strong aroma, and my nostrils sting. "Whoa. That's strong."

Naomi laughs. "Your nose can't handle a little flower, Rambo?"

I'll sniff them all day if I get to see you happy like this some more.

"Funny."

We continue down the path to the small cottage overlooking the sea.

"Wow. This is an incredible view." I can see several kilometers down the beach in both directions, but we're still secluded. The daylight is turning into night, and the sky is a brilliant shade of oranges.

Annabella unlocks the door and hands me the key. "I stocked the fridge with food for you, but we have a restaurant, too. Just tell the staff you're in cottage six. If you need anything, press zero on the phone. I put a mix of clothes in the closet for you both. I wasn't sure about your sizes."

"Thank you. We appreciate it," I say.

"Yes, thank you. That's very kind."

"Anything for Kalim's friends. He said you will need a private flight out of the Caymans?"

"Yes, to Bermuda. Tomorrow if possible."

"I'll arrange it and call your room with the flight time."

"Thank you again."

"No problem. Enjoy your time here." She leaves, and we go in. There's a bedroom, small living space, bathroom, and kitchenette.

"Ahh. Luxury." Naomi smiles.

"You're missing our jungle cabin, aren't you?"

She picks up a mango and sniffs it. "Sorry, but the food is way better here."

I place both my hands on her head and dip down to kiss her. It's meant to be quick, but she pulls me in and deepens it, hungrily exploring my mouth until I'm breathless and my erection is pressing against my zipper.

That's my girl. Come back to me.

"Let's shower, and I'll make you a decent meal."

"You can cook?"

"I'll let you be the judge of that."

She softly laughs. "Deal."

We wash up, and I carefully replace Naomi's bandages on her back.

I'm going to kill Santiago. Somehow, I will hunt him down and make him pay.

They ripped every inch of Naomi's back to shreds. It's a miracle it didn't get infected. I don't know how she could tolerate me holding her in the truck and helicopter.

She was in shock, that's how.

She winces when I put the last dressing on. It's the deepest cut and the wound that worries me the most.

"I'm sorry. I'm trying to be careful."

"It's okay. How bad is my back going to look when the sores heal?"

I freeze, not sure how to answer her.

"It's really grotesque, isn't it?" she quietly asks.

I lean down to her cheek and carefully keep my torso away from her back but still put my arms around her. "Nothing about you will ever be unattractive."

Her tears hit my cheek. "I thought I was going to die. I prayed for them to kill me."

My gut twists. Guilt for not protecting her eats at me.

"Darien warned me three years ago. Ezra did the same when I showed him my story. They both said I was sticking my nose where it didn't belong and to stop. All I could think was the people of Belize deserved better. I thought I was careful and covered my tracks, but somehow, Santiago knew."

"You did what you thought was right."

"Ezra...he was the closest thing I had to a father. I... I insulted him the last time I saw him."

"What do you mean?"

More tears fall. "I was upset he wouldn't run the story. He didn't want me to get hurt. I wouldn't listen. I asked him if they bought him."

I spin her around so she's facing me. "Listen to me, Naomi. This isn't your fault. You did your job. People sometimes get hurt."

"Ezra is dead because of me."

"No. His death is at the hands of Santiago, not you."

"If I hadn't gone after this story, Emilia wouldn't be missing. Ezra would be alive. Darien, too."

"Darien got what was coming to him," I bark.

She jumps.

Keep your cool. She's still traumatized.

"I'm sorry. That came out rougher than I wanted it to."

"No, it didn't."

My pulse pounds in my neck. She's right. I hate the bastard, and I have no regrets about killing him. And she knows it.

But he was still her friend and ex until a few days ago.

More guilt eats at her. "My actions are the root of two men's deaths. The only two men I've ever been close to."

Jealousy rears its head. I wish I didn't allow her past relationship with Darien to bother me, but it does. He's not good enough to consume any of her sympathies, but he has them. She's grieving him, whether caused by her shock or just good nature, and it pokes needles of envy through me.

"Darien chose to get involved with the Colombian cartel. His death is on him, not you."

"Ezra's isn't. That's my fault."

"It's not," I insist.

She scrunches her face. "Let's change the subject. You don't understand."

"Of course I understand."

"You couldn't." She walks out of the bedroom.

I follow. "Why is that?"

"You're desensitized to death."

I'm...

The pit in my stomach grows. "Why would you say that?"

She opens the fridge and stares at the contents. "I'm not judging you. It's what you do."

"Sounds like you're judging me."

"I'm not."

I cross my arms and wait for her to turn.

Several minutes pass. She keeps the door open but doesn't take anything out.

Every second she doesn't face me forces me to revisit my moral fibers.

My job is to rid the world of evil. I don't often sit back and think about what I do. Years ago, I chose a path. It involves defending what is right and eradicating what is wrong. I don't apologize for it or question it.

And religion may preach it's a sin to kill, but wars over beliefs have killed more men than any political war. So, I don't have any issues looking at myself in the mirror and being proud of the person I am and the things I've done. But Naomi may think differently about what I do and who I am. Until this moment, it never occurred to me she may believe something that puts me in a bad light.

And my insides quiver with fear that she does.

She finally faces me. Her eyes have something in them I've not seen before. I don't know what it is, and it scares me even more.

The lump in my throat is thick, and I swallow, but it seems to grow. "I've killed too many men to count. I understand war and know death. The depths of destruction doesn’t have rules, codes, or laws for a reason. It's a pit of sin and evil. Once you've stepped foot in it, there's no way to forget what you've done or seen. And the stamp it brands on you changes everything you once believed to be true."

Her lip quivers and eyes glisten. She whispers, "I know."

"You don't know. You're an angel of perfection. And I don't want you to know."

"But I do. I made a choice and went into the pit. Now everything and everyone around me has paid for it. Emilia is missing. Ezra and Darien are dead. And you...you..." She turns her head away.

My heart races. "I what? Am part of the destruction?"

She quickly turns back. "No. Why would you say that?"

"Isn't that what you're getting at? And I can't deny I'm a killer, nor do I have any remorse over what I do."

"But you kill to protect."

"I do." My stomach flips. "So what does that make me in your eyes?"

She reaches up and cups my face with trembling hands. "You're the type of person I want to become."

I place my hands around hers. "What do you mean?"

"I don't want to feel death."

"You don't stop feeling when someone you love dies."

Her face scrunches and more tears fall.

How do I help her? She's in so much pain.

"I need to learn to kill. They all deserve to die." Tears fall at record speed and drip off her chin.

I wrap my hand around her head. I almost put my other palm on her back but move it down to her ass. I tug her into my chest. "No, baby. You're not a killer. But I promise you, I will make them pay."

"I couldn't fight back," she cries.

"Shh."

"He did whatever he wanted to me, and I didn't fight back." She sobs.

My heart shatters and a pain ripples in my chest. I'm Naomi's man. Rescuing people is my job. Santiago didn't just physically hurt her, he tried to break her piece by piece until there was nothing left. He left scars on her soul. And I was right there but didn't stop him.

What kind of man am I if I didn't protect her?

But no matter what he did to her, she is going to be put back together. If I have to stitch every piece of her an inch at a time until she has the light in her eyes again, then I will, no matter how much time it requires or how hard it is. "You couldn't have. You survived. That's the most important thing."

A painful wail hits my ears, and it takes all my strength not to put my arms around her, but I don't want to hurt her back. So I pull her ass closer to my body and kiss her head.

She's right. The depths of destruction have sunk their claws into Naomi. She's been in its pit, but she doesn't belong there.

I made a promise to her if she ever went down, I'd bring her back up. And I need to figure out how to do so quickly before she sinks any farther.
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Naomi

"Behind closed doors," Ezra mumbles.

Santiago pushes his hand in the back of my pants and sneers, "If you weren't valuable to me, then you'd be getting what they get. One day, I'll find you, and this will be your fate. For now, I'll have to play with you in some different ways."

The sound of whips cracks through the air before the zapping of my spine ricochets in all of my nerves.

"Ahh," I scream in pain.

"Naomi."

The electric shocks continue. "Ahh."

"Naomi."

Ezra cries out in pain next to me.

Something rips my skin. I'm sobbing.

"Naomi, baby, wake up." Arms move around me.

I hit back.

"Naomi," Andre says louder.

My eyelids fly open, my fists are against his chest, and his arms are around me. Tears soak the silk nightgown Annabella left for me to wear.

"Shh. It's just a nightmare," Andre coos.

"Oh God. I'm sorry." I sob. My body is trembling, which it seems to do now at almost all hours of the day. The heart pains are back to stabbing me like knives. And the guilt I feel about involving Ezra in my story gnaws at my soul.

"No sorries. You're safe. Just breathe, baby." He moves his hand off my back.

"Don't let go of me," I cry out then clutch him tighter.

"I don't want to hurt your back."

"It's fine." I snuggle into him, trying to breathe normally again. "Put your arm back around me."

Andre hesitates but gently embraces me.

"Tighter."

He obeys. "You sure I'm not hurting you?"

"Yes. I need you to hold me," I whisper.

He spends several moments kissing my head and caressing my hair then murmurs, "Did you have a flashback?"

I nod.

"It feels real, doesn't it?"

I tilt my head up. The room is dark, but the glow of the moonlight makes it bright enough to see his face. "Yes. How do you know?"

Understanding fills his eyes. "I've had them before."

"You have?"

"Yes. After my first tour."

"They went away?" I ask, almost scared he'll tell me they haven't, and I'll always have these terrors.

"Mostly."

"How long did it take?"

He cups my face and brings his closer to mine. "You can't put a time frame on it, Naomi. And every now and again, it sneaks up on me."

I shudder.

"Do you want to tell me what happened?"

For several moments, I don't speak. He patiently waits for me, and I finally tell him, "Ezra said, 'Behind closed doors,' and Santiago stuck his hands down my pants and told me my fate is going to be worse one day. Then the whipping and zapping started." Another tear falls.

His arms tighten around me. Darkness fills his eyes. "Santiago put his hands in your pants?"

"Yes. The back..." I swallow the knot in my throat. Remembering the feeling of Santiago's hands on my bare skin and smelling his sweaty stench makes me ill.

Andre takes a deep breath and holds my face next to his again. "I promise you, if it's the last thing I do, I will kill him."

"Please don't leave me," I beg.

He wraps me back in his strong, warm arms. "Baby, I'm not."

I slide on my knees, straddling him, and glide my hands through his hair. "I'm scared."

"He'll never hurt you again. I'll make sure of it."

"No. Not of that."

Andre tucks my hair behind my ear. "What, then?"

"Am I ever going to feel like myself again? I... I want to go back to normal."

"You have to give it time. It hasn't been that long."

Crickets chirping and the crash of waves against the shoreline fills the silence.

I grip the sides of Andre's head and slowly move toward his face. When my lips merge with his, he parts them slower than normal. His tongue slides against mine gently, instead of the needy, urgent manner he typically kisses me with.

A slow burn of fire ignites in my core. But it's not enough. I want to feel us.

"Kiss me like I'm your everything," I murmur.

"You are my everything."

"Make me feel it how you always do."

"I don't want to hurt you."

"Stop worrying. You won't." I circle my hips on him.

His chest rises and falls faster, and his body hardens.

"Want me," I mumble to him and stick my tongue deeper into his mouth.

He groans and grabs my hips. "I always want you. I always will."

"Show me. I need you to show me."

All I have to do is ask. His tongue explores my mouth with a fury before he fists the silk of my nightgown and pulls it over my head. He slides his hand in my hair and tugs my head back. His lips trail my neck and spark the flutters in my belly that no man has ever awakened.

My hot sex pulses. I raise my lower body to take him in me, but he shoves his arms between my thighs and slides under my legs so I'm sitting on his face.

He grasps my ass cheeks with his palms. The divinity of his tongue and lips play with every part of my pussy, flicking and sucking so fast, I climax almost instantly.

"Oh God!" I cry out.

He grasps me tighter, pulls me closer into his face, and creates a domino effect of orgasms within me. Every time I cry out and hit another high, he groans, as if he's a wild animal in heat, digging his fingertips deeper into my ass cheeks.

When I'm limp and exhausted, he scoots up and slides me onto his erection, grunting as he fills me.

He wipes his mouth on his shoulder and frantically sticks his tongue in my mouth. Clutching me, he controls the speed of my hips into his thrusts.

"Andre...oh..." I call out.

"Don't ever doubt my need for you, Naomi," he growls.

The sliding of my flesh against his makes everything feel right again, even if just for this moment. I get closer to him, wrapping my arms around his shoulders and pressing my fingers into his muscles.

"Hold me."

"Your back—"

"Hold me," I demand. "Please."

His limbs quickly embrace me, and his finger finds an area between my bandages and strokes my skin.

"Yes," I breathe, closing my eyes, inhaling the delicious scent of his sweat, relieved to feel only him and the desire and need he always bestows upon me. "I've missed you. Oh God...so much."

"I've missed you, baby."

Our tongues collide, and the earth-shattering, toe-curling, body-throbbing sensations his kisses create light me up even more.

Breath, flesh, and bones from his body save me from my darkness, making me whole, pulling me out of the emptiness and confusion now residing in my soul.

A groan vibrates across his lips at the same time my back arches and body convulses from the force of his climax.

Besides our lungs that desperately search for air, we don't move and cling to each other tightly.

He quietly says, "I love you, Naomi. Whatever I need to do to save you from the depths of destruction, I will."

"It's too late," I whisper.

"No, baby. For you, it's not."

"How can you love me? I'm not the woman you met," I claim.

"You are. And time will prove she's still inside you. But good or bad, whatever you're going through, I love you. It isn't going to change."

"I love you too, Andre. So much," I say and tears well in my eyes.

He kisses me again. When I finally lay down in his arms to sleep, I have hope he can save me, and everything is going to return to normal again.

But then, I dream. It's about Ezra. Like a record that has a stuck needle, he keeps repeating, "Behind closed doors."

Andre tries to wake me up for over twenty minutes, but I can't get Ezra's apparition and voice out of my head.

I see him at work, then tied to the tree with his bloody face swollen, and he won't stop saying it.

Andre's voice doesn't break through my nightmare. His shouts and barks and growls don't work. I ask Ezra what he means, but he never says anything, except the same thing, "Behind closed doors."

When Andre finally gets through to me, I am in his arms, sweating, shaking, and clueless as to what Ezra meant.

It's the first time I realize Ezra chose his last words purposefully. He was sending me a message. Until now, I haven't been able to dissect any parts of what happened on that tree, nor do I know if I want to.

But that phrase isn't one a dying man would normally say using his final breath. Ezra taught me years ago something is always going on behind closed doors. The fact he chose that statement to be his last can't be a coincidence. And the career I’ve built by digging to get to the truth isn't going to let me be able to forget about it. I need to figure out why he said it and what it meant.
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Andre

"Belize," Naomi cries out and flings her eyes open.

I've been staring at her since it was dark out and she had her last nightmare. The sun rose hours ago, but she's slept peacefully, so I haven't woken her. Throughout the night and early morning, all I could think about is getting to Bermuda. I need to get her as far away from Central America as possible. Until she's in a safer place, I won't be able to rest.

She sits up. Her blue eyes finally look rested, but the fire of determination I first saw in them when I watched her on video is back.

My gut flips. I should be excited the emptiness no longer lingers in her eyes, but dread creeps into my bones.

"I have to go to Belize."

"Absolutely not."

"Ezra was telling me something. I know him. He wouldn't have told me unless he discovered something."

"It's too dangerous."

"He had all my evidence. There are duplicates in a safety-deposit box. Only Emilia knows about it. If I can't find what I gave him, I can get it."

"Are you crazy right now?" I don't need to ask her. She's serious, and my mouth goes dry.

"No. Ezra probably started investigating things after I went missing. I know him, and it wasn't like him to run away from a story. He found something."

"You aren't stepping foot in Belize until I decide it's safe."

"Until you decide?"

"Yeah."

Naomi glares. "This isn't how our relationship is going to work."

I cross my arms. "And how is that?"

"You telling me what I can and can't do."

"Well, I'm glad you're feeling more like yourself, but the answer is still no."

"I didn't ask your permission." She rises and grabs the nightgown off the floor and puts it on.

Is she serious right now?

Yep, she is.

"For God's sake, you just got beaten and aren't even fully recovered. Everywhere you go in Belize, you're recognized. This isn't about your independence," I hurl.

"I need to finish this, or everything that happened was for nothing. Ezra was telling me something. He died because of whatever it was."

"You don't know that."

"I do. Ezra wouldn't mislead me."

Anger skyrockets in my blood. I rise and point at her. "You aren't going anywhere unless I say."

She snorts. "You have a lot to learn."

"I have a lot to learn?"

"Yep."

"Naomi, this isn't up for discussion. We're leaving for Bermuda today, and that's final."

She shakes her head. "No. I'm going to finish what I started and find out whatever Ezra was trying to tell me." She walks into the bathroom then slams the door.

I open it.

"Do you mind?" she seethes.

"No. You aren't going to do this."

"Do what?"

"Hide from me."

"I'm not hiding. Now leave."

"No."

"Andre—"

I pull her nightgown over her head and spin her so her back is toward the mirror.

"What are you doing?"

I grab the handheld mirror from the counter and hold it in front of her. "Take it."

She doesn't move.

"Take it," I say through gritted teeth.

She recoils.

I almost apologize but don't. Instead, I wave the mirror in front of her again for her to hold. I sternly say, "Take the mirror."

She swallows hard and slowly reaches for it.

Within minutes, I have her bandages removed, so her ripped flesh is exposed. "Look at it."

Her eyes are closed, and she holds the mirror against her chest. "I don't want to."

I reach for her hand and move the mirror in front of her face. "Look."

A tear trickles through her closed eyelids and down her cheek. She whispers, "Why are you doing this?"

"You seem to have forgotten what those monsters did to you."

"You think I can forget? Tell me how to do that, and I gladly will."

"You're acting as if you have."

"I haven't. Stop being cruel," she cries out.

"Open your eyes."

She keeps them closed, and another tear rolls down her cheek. She trembles. "Don't make me look."

What am I doing?

She needs to remember why we're leaving.

But at what cost?

I take the mirror from her and place it on the counter. I step in front of her and cup her cheeks. "Look at me."

She opens her eyes.

"There's a time and place for everything. This is not the time to go running back into Belize. I almost lost you, and I won't allow it to ever happen again. Do you understand me?"

She doesn't answer.

"If they capture you again, they won't torture you. They will kill you."

Her body trembles and she closes her eyes. Her face scrunches in pain.

"I understand you're trying to feel like your old self, but right now, you aren't. If you were, you would realize now is not the time."

Her face crumples and an ocean of tears spills over my hands.

Pain shoots through my heart, but I continue, "You will not go anywhere without me. It's not about your independence or respect. I will die protecting you and will not let you do something to put yourself at risk."

"I don't want it to be for nothing." She sobs. "They all need to pay."

"They will. You have to give it time," I insist and pull her into my chest, careful not to touch the raw flesh mocking me while on full display in the mirror.

What was I thinking?

I need to cool my temper with her.

She was going to go back.

"I'm sorry. I shouldn't have done this," I mumble into her hair.

She tightens her grip around my waist. "I need to find my sister and understand what Ezra meant. The...the story needs to be released."

"Come on." I lead her out of the bathroom, sit on the bed, and put her onto my lap.

So much pain and worry fill her eyes.

I wish I could take it all away from her, but I don't know how.

"There's only one flight for us to get on today. It has to be our priority. When we get to Bermuda, we'll figure this out."

"My sister—"

"Kalim is looking. He will find them. If I need to go back, I will. I promised you, and I meant it. But right now, we can't go to Belize."

Her lip shakes. "What if I never see her again?"

I swallow the lump in my throat. It's a possibility, and I don't want to lie to her. So, I tell her my truth. "I don't believe that is going to happen. Both her and Malin will find us. It's another reason we need to get to Bermuda. They could already be there, for all we know."

Hope flares in her eyes but then dies. "But they probably aren't, are they?"

"I don't think so, but we don't know."

"What about Ezra? He was trying to tell me something."

"When we get to Bermuda, we will figure that out. Not right now. I will help you."

"How?"

"I don't know, but I will."

"You won't make me bury my story?"

"No. It will come out. I promise. They will all go down."

Her glassy eyes stare back at me.

"Baby, do you trust me?"

"Yes."

"Good. I trust you, too."

She sniffles. "You still do?"

"Yes," I assure her then brush my lips on hers. "Let me help you wash your back and get new bandages on. If we're going to make the flight, we need to get moving."

She places her hand on the side of my head. "Andre?"

"Yeah?"

"I'm sorry."

"It's okay. I'm sorry, too. I shouldn't have done that in the bathroom. I just..." I take a deep breath. "You scared me."

"I... I want Emilia back. And I want to feel like myself again."

"I know, baby. But you can't rush it. We have to take all of this one step at a time. That includes healing."

"I feel broken." She sobs again, and I pull her back into me, cursing myself again for ripping her bandages off, because I can't even hold her tight.

"You aren't broken," I murmur to her. "Everything will get better. You'll see."

When her eyes are dry and her breaths become stable, I lead her into the bathroom and carefully help her shower. I make sure the water doesn't directly hit her back and clean her wounds. After I dry her off, I reapply the medical cream and bandages.

When I'm done, I spin her into me and kiss her. "Your back looks better than yesterday."

"It does?"

"Yes."

She scrunches her face.

"What is it?"

"I don't want to see it until it's fully healed and I know what the long-term scarring will be. Does that make me vain?"

"No. I'm sorry I tried to force you. You don't have to look until you're ready."

She reaches up and tugs my head to her lips. "Thank you for taking care of me."

I tuck a lock of her hair behind her ear. "Don't thank me. I'm always going to take care of you, Naomi." I wipe the tears out from under her eyes and kiss her. "We need to go."

She nods, sniffles, and picks up the dress she chose from the closet.

"Let me help you." I gently pull the dress over her and step back. "I haven't seen you in a dress before. You look nice."

She tilts her head. "You're wearing shorts and a T-shirt."

"Yeah."

"No Rambo gear?"

I chuckle. "Not today." I take her hand. "Come on. Let's get to Bermuda."
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Naomi

The flight is over eight hours. I spend most of the time lost in thought or sleeping on Andre's chest. Exhaustion is something I rarely experienced in the past. Since Andre and my abduction by the cartel, everything seems to wear me out.

While my previous night was full of nightmares, I don't have any on the plane. The few times I stir, Andre kisses my head, reassuring me he's here, and I fall back into a deep sleep.

"Baby, wake up." Andre gently strokes my face.

I open my eyes.

"Hey. I thought you'd want to see this."

"Hmm?"

He smiles then points out my window.

I gaze through the glass and gape at the pink sand beaches and multicolored blue water surrounding them. "Wow."

"Pretty amazing, huh?"

"I heard the sand was pink, but..." I lean closer to the window. "Wow."

Andre chuckles. "Thought you'd want to see it."

"Have you been here a lot?"

"Twice. My brother Blaise and I came here for a week on vacation. He fell in love with the place and bought a house. Last year my family all flew in."

"That sounds fun."

"It was. I got to spend time with my little brother Javier and his wife, Gabriella, and their daughter, Taytum. Plus, I hadn't seen my parents or Blaise in a while."

"That sounds nice. How old is Taytum?"

His eyes brighten. "She's two now. She had just learned to walk and was giving all of us a run for our money. They just had another daughter named Harper, but I haven't met her yet."

"Is Blaise married?"

"No. He broke up with his long-term girlfriend right before we got together."

I point to the window. "I guess she missed out then, huh?"

Andre snorts, "That's one way to put it."

"You don't sound like a fan."

"She was okay. Always thought Blaise deserved someone who treated him better."

"What about Gabriella?"

"She's lovely. She and Javier are perfect together."

"Do you like being an uncle?"

He grins. "When I get to see them."

"I probably should have asked you this already."

He raises his eyebrows. "What's that?"

There's a jolt as the plane's wheels hit the landing strip and a loud screeching noise as the pilot hits the brakes.

"Do you have any kids?"

He rubs his hands together and grins. "This is like first-date stuff now."

I laugh. "Guess we kind of skipped that."

"Nope. As soon as I get a chance, I'm taking you out for that five-star meal. And there's no better place than here."

"You know I was joking about the five stars, right?"

He kisses me. "Still going to take you out somewhere nice."

"Does that mean you aren't going to answer my question about kids until then?"

"No, I'll answer it now. Kids didn't fit into my lifestyle. I don't have anything against them, but it wasn't in the cards. What about you?"

"Same, I guess. I didn't ever feel the urge to have kids. My career was demanding, and I think...well, maybe because of everything Emilia went through, it scared me a little bit. Darien kept trying to convince me to move to Punta Gorda and have kids with him. He didn't seem to listen when I said I didn't want them."

Andre's face falls. He clenches his jaw.

"Sorry. You hate it when I talk about him, don't you?"

His eyes turn to slits. "He hurt you, so no, I don't like to hear about him with you. And I shouldn't be jealous, but I am."

I stroke his cheek. "You don't have anything to be envious over. And I know he wasn't who I thought he was, but it's hard for me to delete twenty years of memories. Until now, I..." I swallow the lump in my throat and put my hands over my face, hiding my tears.

Why am I getting emotional over Darien when he kidnapped me and hurt me?

Andre sighs and kisses my head. "I'm sorry. Are you okay?"

"What is wrong with me? Why do I even care he's dead? I shouldn't."

"Grief isn't rational."

The plane stops and the signal goes off. I remove my hands from my face and release my belt.

The pilot comes out of the cockpit. He's got a beard, like Santiago, and dark eyes. Besides that, there is no resemblance between the two men, but anxiety overpowers me. I clutch Andre's arm while trying to fill my lungs with air.

"Baby, you okay?"

The pilot comes closer, and I dig my nails into Andre's skin, gasping for air. The fear filling me makes no sense. I know he isn't Santiago, but I can't control my panic or the increased tremors rolling through me. And I hate myself for being so weak.

"Sorry, but could you go back in the cockpit or outside the plane until we're off?" Andre asks the pilot.

He gapes at Andre.

"Now," Andre growls.

I put my head between my legs, trying to catch my breath.

"Does she need a medic?"

"No. Can you please go?" Andre puts his hand on my back then quickly removes it and strokes the top of my head. He leans into my ear and quietly says, "He's gone. It's just us."

"I'm sorry," I manage to say into my legs.

"Shh. Take some deep breaths."

He inhales and exhales with me until my heart has slowed and my chest no longer feels tight. I slowly sit up.

"Better?"

"I don't know what's wrong with me."

"Did the pilot remind you of something?"

"His beard and eyes. They are like Santiago's. I just..." My heart rate increases again thinking of it.

"Breathe."

Several moments pass before I calm again.

"I'm not a doctor, but I think you might have PTSD."

"What? No." I shake my head hard.

Andre holds my head still. "It's common in the military. A lot of guys I know have it. If you have it—"

"I don't. I'm fine. I just got a little triggered. Let's go."

"Naomi—"

"Can we go? Please?" I snap.

Silence fills the air. Andre clenches his jaw and stares at me. And I know he's trying to not be upset with me, but I would be angry with me. I can't seem to control anything right now.

"I'm ready. Let's go," I demand.

God, I sound like a total bitch.

"Let me go talk to the pilot first."

"I'll go with you."

"Stay here, Naomi. I'll be back to get you," he says in his don't argue with me voice. And since I'm already freaking out because he's not going to be able to handle my new, horrible personality and will leave me, I agree.

He leaves, and for the first time in a long time, I'm alone.

I look around the small plane.

Empty, like I feel.

What am I talking about? I have Andre.

He's not going to stay with me forever if I keep freaking out like this.

What is happening to me?

I'm an independent woman. Act like it.

Andre comes back inside and holds his hand out. "Ready?"

I grab his hand and rise. "I'm sorry about earlier. I'll pull it together, I promise."

"Naomi, you don't owe me any apologies."

"I do."

He sternly says, "No. You don't."

I've never been a confused or overly emotional person before, but everything feels so out of whack compared to my normal behavior. "I don't know what's happening to me."

He holds my face. "Everything is going to get better. I promise."

"What if it doesn't?"

"It will. Give it time."

He keeps telling me to give it time, but all I see is a ticking clock in front of me.

Emilia needs to be found.

Whatever Ezra was trying to tell me could be time sensitive.

We still are running, in all reality, from the President of the United States, the man in charge of the most powerful country in the world.

"I don't have a lot of time."

"You have as much time as you need. You can't rush it."

"I can't function like this."

"You'll figure out how to cope. It'll—"

"I don't want to cope," I angrily spout.

Andre's eyes widen.

I cover my face with my hands. What am I doing?

Why am I yelling at him?

It's not Andre's fault I'm all messed up in the head.

He takes both my hands in his. "The car is waiting. We need to go. We will figure this out. I promise you."

I allow him to lead me off the plane. There's no one on the runway except for the driver, who is in the car.

When we get inside, I say hello, and he returns my gesture. But he never turns to look at me and doesn't say anything after that. The entire way, I sink into Andre's chest and worry about how I'm going to keep him.

I'm not the same woman he fell in love with. I know it. He knows it. There's no hiding from the truth.

The airport is about forty minutes from the house. We ride in silence, and I stare out the window. It might be in the most beautiful place I've ever been, but it passes me by unappreciated.

The more I think about how to save my relationship with Andre, the faster the clock ticks in my head. When we finally pull up to the house, I can't handle it anymore.

I jump from the car and trot onto the secluded beach. As I stand at the water's edge, I yell and pull my hair. Tears flow out of my eyes, and I collapse on the sand, having a total breakdown.

Andre pulls me onto his lap, and I sob.

The world is spinning around me. Everything I could ever want, I had for a brief moment in time. But I feel it all slipping away, disappearing in the opposite direction from where I am going.

And I don't know how to get it back.
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Andre

Every day I struggle to figure out how to best help Naomi. Her night terrors seem to get worse, and it's taking me longer and longer to pull her out of them.

The brightness in her eyes has faded to dull pain. Even during the day, when the sun is shining and she's awake, it doesn't seem to bring her any happiness.

I'm not a doctor, but I don't need to be one to know she has PTSD. I've seen it before with guys I served with, as well as my brothers. While I've had night terrors myself, they were never as bad as what I'm witnessing Naomi go through, and I don't know what to do to help her.

It's been another restless night, and she's now been calmly sleeping for a good three hours, which is a new record. It's around seven in the morning and looks as if it's going to be another beautiful day.

I don't dare move while she sleeps, but a noise in the house stirs me.

Someone is here.

I carefully place Naomi on the pillow and grab my gun. I shut the door to the bedroom and creep down the hallway.

Please be one of the guys.

At the very least, Hunter and Ryker should have been here when we arrived. There is no sign anyone except my family has ever stayed here. Axel and Dirk should have been close behind us, but the news is reporting Honduras had more earthquakes, so who knows what they are up against. Then there's Malin.

As much as every guy on my team is like my brother, I hope it's Malin who came into the house. Naomi is a wreck over Emilia, and it would be great to have them reunited.

My gun is loaded, and I flip the safety.

Don't blow their heads off.

Unless it's an intruder, then blow his head off.

Adrenaline pumps through my veins, and I turn the corner.

"Blaise. What are you doing here?"

He lowers the gun he's pointing at me. A line forms between his dark eyes. "You almost got a bullet through your brain. I think I should be asking you the same."

I flip the safety on my gun and set it on the counter. "Long story." We embrace.

"Are you done with your tour?" I ask him.

"Yep. I'm not going back, either."

"You're not?"

He scratches his day old beard. "No. I need to be done."

A chill runs through my body. I know the need to be done. "You all right?"

"Will be."

Eye to eye, unspoken words pass between us. Blaise and I are the closest in age and spent the most amount of time together in the military. My little brother, Javier, was the oops baby, and I was a teenager when he was born. Most of my childhood memories are with Blaise. But the ability to not speak and still understand the other isn't just from our brotherly bond. It's the experiences we've endured defending our country.

"You have plans or taking a break for a while?" Last time Blaise's contract was up, he said he wasn't going back. He surprised us all and returned. We were all worried about him. At times, he suffers from severe PTSD. No one in my family thought he should have re-enlisted.

He shifts. "I really am done this time. But I think it's best if I take a time-out and figure out my next move."

"Makes sense. Don't rush it."

"Andre?" Naomi's soft voice calls out.

I turn.

Her fingers are white from holding the wall, and her eyes widen.

I am quickly by her side. "It's okay, baby. This is my brother, Blaise."

It takes a moment for my words to register. She slowly smiles. "Hi."

Blaise nods. "Ma'am."

"This is Naomi." I take her hand and lead her farther into the kitchen.

She assesses Blaise. "You two have the same eyes and lips."

Blaise wiggles his eyebrows and grins. "I'm the good-looking one though, right?"

Naomi laughs for the first time in days then glances between us. "I think I'll call a tie on this one."

"Ouch!" I pretend to stab my heart.

Blaise opens the refrigerator. "Well, I'm starving. Glad to see you stocked the fridge."

"Actually, you stocked it."

"What do you mean?"

"I had to use some cash in your safe."

Blaise shuts the door. He crosses his arms and a line forms between his eyes. "Why would you need to do that? Are you in trouble?"

Naomi puts her hand on my arm. "Why don't I make some breakfast, and you two can talk?"

"I can help you," I blurt out.

She shakes her head and sighs. "I'm capable of making you breakfast on my own."

Chill out. She's right.

I lean down and kiss her head. "Of course. Thanks."

She smiles and motions to the living area. "Go talk. I'll cook."

"I'm not going to argue with you. You can cook for me all you want," Blaise replies.

Naomi smiles, and it lights up the room.

There's my girl.

"Don't get excited. You haven't tasted it yet."

"I'm sure whatever you make will be better than my cooking."

"Okay, then. You go talk, and I'll throw some stuff together."

It's the first time I've left Naomi to do anything on her own since we arrived several days ago. We've basically been joined at the hip. I'm too scared to leave her alone.

A nervous flutter takes off in my gut.

It's just the other room. You can still see her.

"Go." She points toward the living room.

"You're so bossy," I tease her.

"Told you, I'm in charge."

It's the first time she's been her sassy self in days.

I lean down to her ear and murmur, "I'll show you later who's in charge."

She bites back a smile and slaps my ass. "Go!"

Blaise and I go into the other room, and I fill him in on what's happened.

Naomi turns on the music and sings. She's cooking eggs, and I watch her shake her ass.

Please tell me this means you're coming back, baby.

It's the first sign of life from her since Santiago and his men tortured her.

In a low voice, I explain in detail what Naomi went through.

He peeks at Naomi and swallows hard. "Did you kill that bastard?"

Revenge swirls in my veins along with self-hatred that I haven't finished him off yet. "No. I had to turn my tracker on and have Interpol rescue us."

"Then how are you here?"

I finish telling him everything else.

Blaise focuses on Naomi and almost absentmindedly says, "You can't rush her. She needs more time."

If anyone understands what Naomi is going through, it's Blaise. And I loathe that he's right.

Just because she's making breakfast doesn't mean she's recovered.

Her body hasn't even fully healed yet.

I turn back to Blaise. "So, where were you last?"

"Can't say."

Blaise is a highly trained sniper in the Marines, just like my brother Javier and I were. His missions are mostly top secret, and only the highest-ranking officers know about them.

"So, you're really done?" I ask again, not sure if I should believe him or not.

His face darkens. "Yep. And I can't say I won't be sad. I’m done with taking orders from the current President."

"I agree he's an ass, but did something happen?"

"Nothing I can speak of, but if he thinks Naomi can help his agenda, he's not going to forget about her."

My stomach twists. It's a truth I already know, but hearing Blaise say it deepens the worry.

Naomi comes over and puts her arms over my shoulders. I lean my head back and she kisses me. "Breakfast is served."

She's so happy right now.

I need to keep her happy.

"Don't have to tell me twice," Blaise says and hightails it to the table.

"Smells good." I agree.

She kisses me again and we join Blaise.

He sticks a piece of bacon in his mouth. "Mmm." He finishes chewing. "You can make me food anytime, Naomi."

"I take it you haven't had a good meal in a while?"

"Nope. It's been about three months." He dips his bread in his egg yolk and takes a bite.

"When do you go back?" Naomi asks.

He swallows. "I'm not."

She pauses then says, "Sorry to intrude. You probably were looking for some peace and quiet."

Blaise shakes his head. "Don't be sorry. This is better than being on my own. You're not imposing on me in any way."

"No?"

"No. But I am looking for a peaceful beach day. It looks like it's a perfect day for it."

Naomi peers out the window. "Yes. It's beautiful out."

"We need to get bathing suits and some other clothes," I point out.

Naomi's face falls. "That's my fault."

"No, it's not," I lie.

"It is. Don't cover it up."

I planned on picking up a few items when we were out, but Naomi had a panic attack in the grocery store, and I managed to get through the checkout line, but we came right home.

There's a brief, uncomfortable silence.

I continue, "We can get things today. Or I can send Blaise to the store."

"Or, you could go, and I'll stay with Naomi," Blaise offers.

"No—"

Naomi points to the door. "Yeah. You go. Get a break from me. I'll stay with Blaise."

I open my mouth then shut it.

"It's okay. Blaise, you can tell me all the things about Andre he hasn't told me yet," Naomi teases.

Blaise leans back in his chair with a mischievous grin and cracks his knuckles. "Where should I start?"

"Ha! Funny!" I stare at Naomi.

"I'll be fine. Really."

"If you're sure..."

"I am."

"I think she's telling you she needs a break from you," Blaise sarcastically says.

"Wow. I'm going to get ganged up on by you two, aren't I?"

Naomi shrugs, but she's beaming, which makes me happy.

"Okay. I'll go after we're done."

We continue to eat and are almost finished when Blaise clears his throat. "You know the only way to get the President to forget about Naomi is to remove what he wants or give it to him, right?"

Goose bumps flood my arms. Chills run through my bones.

Why didn't I think about it?

Naomi scrunches her face. She says in panic, "What do you mean? I don't want to be handed over to him!"

Blaise puts his hand over hers. "That's not what I mean. Not you."

"I... I don't understand." She tilts her head toward me.

"He wants Nicolas Gómez. We either deliver him to the President or kill him."

Silence fills the air.

Her eyes widen. "How would you do that? He's in the custody of the Belizean government."

Blaise and I lock gazes. He asks, "Where did you say Kalim is?"

"In Belize, tracking Malin."

Blaise raises his eyebrows.

"Andre?" Naomi quietly asks with panic in her voice.

I slowly look at her. "I think it's time we created a covert mission."
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Naomi

"Are you sure you don't want Blaise to go?" Andre nervously asks.

"Get out!" Blaise yells from the other room, and I jump.

"Blaise," Andre growls.

"Oh, sorry, Naomi."

"You're fine," I call out and then put my hand on Andre's cheek. "I'm okay. It'll be good for you to get a break from me."

"I don't need to be away from you."

"While I love our time together, I think it'll be healthy for you to get a quick time-out from me."

"Naomi—"

I put my finger over his lips. "I'll be fine."

"What if you have an episode?"

"Then I'll help her, right, Naomi?" Blaise steps next to me and crosses his arms. He arches his eyebrows at Andre.

I'm not sure why I feel safe with Blaise, but I do. I don't know if it's the fact I see Andre in him or some other reason, but I trust him. So I'm not going to question it. He's the only person since everything happened that I don't feel anxious or scared around besides Andre. "Yes. But nothing is going to happen. I feel really good today. I think the sleep I got was helpful."

Andre hesitantly glances between Blaise and me.

"If you don't go soon, we're going to miss out on our beach day," Blaise says.

Andre takes a deep breath. "All right. I won't be gone long." He kisses me again and finally leaves.

"Coffee outside?" Blaise asks.

"Sure."

We fill mugs and sit on the deck, which overlooks the ocean. "You have an amazing house. And your beach is incredible."

"Thanks. Now that I'm done, I can enjoy it." He takes a sip of coffee.

"Is it strange?"

"What's that? Not knowing what's next?"

"Well, I wasn't sure if you had some sort of plans..."

He cracks his neck and stares at the ocean. "Nope. I'm going to just be for a while."

"That's understandable."

Maybe it's what I need. Andre keeps telling me to just give it time. I should listen to him.

"Andre said you're a hotshot reporter?”

“Ha! Yes...well, I was. I'm not sure where my career is going right now."

"Is the uncertainty giving you anxiety?"

I hadn't thought about it before. I think about his question for a moment. "I suppose it is."

He nods, as if he understands.

I take a sip of coffee and watch the waves roll on the shore.

"Can I ask you something?"

I turn to him. "Hmm?"

"I don't want to pry, but you mentioned you weren't sleeping a lot?"

"I've had bad dreams. I'm sure Andre told you though?" I smirk.

He grins. "Busted."

"It's okay. He's worried, and it's probably good he has someone to talk to besides my crazy self."

"You aren't crazy," he says with so much insistence I'm tempted to believe him.

The old Naomi wasn't crazy. The new one sure as hell is.

"A pretty big portion of the day, and night for that matter, I feel like I am."

"But you aren't."

"No? How can you be sure?"

Blaise focuses on the ocean then slowly turns toward me. His eyes are full of self-loathing, sadness, and understanding. "I struggle with...things."

I turn more in my chair and put my knee against the back of it. "What kinds of things?"

"Night terrors and insomnia. Flashbacks during the day. Anxiety and panic attacks."

"It doesn't go away, then?" My gut drops and pulse increases, thinking I'm going to always be this way.

Emilia has had night terrors since the abuse, and when I would assure her it would one day get better and she wouldn't always have to relive her past, I believed it. But she always told me her biggest fear was it wouldn't go away and she was always going to have to relive every moment of her abuse. She said the mental anguish was worse than the physical. I always thought I understood, but I now realize I didn't know what she was talking about. And I wish I could go back to a time of ignorance.

"For me, it comes and goes. It made my last tour more challenging. But my struggles don't mean you will always have to deal with this."

"It doesn't?"

He shakes his head. "No. I have plenty of friends who no longer have issues."

"Is it PTSD you have?"

"Yes."

"Andre thinks I have PTSD. He keeps trying to talk to me about it."

"What do you think?"

I blink hard. I quietly admit, "I don't want there to be something permanently wrong with me. My sister had some bad things happen to her when she was younger and she has issues similar to what I now have. I see how much she struggles. I don't want that to be something I have as well."

Blaise nods again.

"No offense," I quickly add.

He snorts. "You'll have to do a lot more than that to offend me." He drinks his coffee. "What else are you scared of?"

My pulse increases. "I... I'm not the same woman Andre met." A tear slips down my cheek, and I turn and wipe it away.

"You want the real truth?"

I sniffle and nod.

"You are, and you aren't. But he's not the same, either. You can't experience what you went through and come out unscathed. But that doesn't mean you aren't the same person, either. You're still in there."

"I don't feel like I am. I used to be independent, and half the time, I'm gripping Andre's arm in a panic since everything happened."

"You are the same person. You just need to be a little patient and give it time."

"Andre keeps telling me to give it time."

"He's right. He's been through it. It took him a while to recover when he went through things."

"What things?"

Blaise's jaw clenches.

"He told me he had nightmares for a while and every now and then they sneak up on him." I admit, assuming it's okay to talk to Blaise since he's Andre's brother.

"That's right."

"What happened?"

He sips his coffee then taps the mug. "I can't get into all the details, but it was his last tour. They went out on a mission like any normal day. But he and Kalim were the only guys to return."

The hairs on my arms stand up. "That must have been horrible for him."

"Yeah. He was the one in charge, and Kalim was in bad shape. It took him almost a year until he could hold a gun again."

Poor Andre.

And I accused him of being desensitized to death. Ugh.

"I said some things to him I shouldn't have," I blurt out.

Blaise grins. "He's a big boy. He can handle it."

It still doesn't make it right.

Blaise hesitates, then says, "I'm not perfect. I won't lie to you. I struggle more than I would like to admit. But there's a woman here who helped me learn to own it instead of it owning me. I think she might be able to help you, too."

"Like a therapist?"

"Yeah."

"You're going to see her?"

"No... I um..." He shifts in his seat. "My therapy sessions are over now."

"She can't help you anymore?"

He swallows hard and stares at the water. "Unfortunately, not." He turns to me. "But I think she can help you."

"Can I think about it?"

"Sure. There's no time limit."

"Thanks."

He rises. "I'm going to shower. You want another cup of coffee?"

"No, thanks. I'm good."

He pats my shoulder and goes inside.

I sit outside for quite a while, thinking about everything Blaise told me.

Own it, so it doesn't own you.

Things become clear. I go up to the bedroom and into the bathroom. I remove my clothes and begin pulling the bandages off my back. When I believe I've gotten all of them, I take a deep breath and pick up the mirror. I close my eyes, spin, and hold it in front of my face.

Slowly, I open my eyes and stare at my ripped flesh. There are two bandages over my spine I couldn't reach, but everything else is off.

My creamy, perfect-looking skin is now a scab-filled piece of battered meat. I wipe at the tears running down my face and step backward so I'm closer to my reflection.

"Baby, what are you doing?"

Andre is standing in the door, his eyes wide.

"Can you take off the ones I couldn't reach?"

He steps forward, kisses my forehead, then spins me. The pull of the last two bandages is ironically freeing. He quietly states, "The top one is the one I worry most about you getting an infection from."

The sore he's referring to is wide and the ugliest of them all. It's above where my bikini strap would sit and will be visible if I wear any kind of top with a more open back.

"No amount of lotion is going to prevent scars, is it?"

Andre blinks hard and takes a deep breath. He slowly shakes his head.

I force a smile. "Okay. Can you help me wash my sores?"

We get in the shower, and just as he's been doing the last few days, he diligently washes my back. When he's finished, I step back against his body and tug his arms around my waist.

"Thank you."

He puts his cheek next to mine. "Are you okay?"

"Yeah. Maybe I'll get tattoos all over my back. Make it into a work of art. Do you think ink is capable of covering the scars?"

"I bet it would. That could be hot, too."

"Do you have a thing for women with tattoos?"

"I have a thing for you."

I spin into him. "I have a thing for you."

He smiles. "That's the best sentence to ever come out of your mouth."

"I'm sorry about what I said."

"What was that?"

"That you're desensitized to death."

He tucks my hair behind my ear. "It's okay. In some way, I guess I am."

"I'm scared of losing you," I blurt out.

He freezes. "I'm not going anywhere, Naomi."

"I'm not the woman you fell in love with."

"Sure you are. I already told you to give things time. You can't rush this."

"So much of her is gone. And I don't know if she's ever going to fully come back. It...it scares me. But most of all, I'm afraid one day I'm going to wake up and you'll realize what you've signed up for. And I can't say I would blame you. But I don't want to lose you."

He cups my cheeks and sternly repeats, "I'm not going anywhere, Naomi."

I want to believe him. More than anything, I want to know we are forever and my issues aren't going to ruin us. "No?"

He shakes his head. "No. I need you as much as you need me." He kisses me and leaves no room for questioning about his love or desire for me. When he pulls back, he says, "You're going to have good and bad days. Let's just take it a day at a time and not put any pressure on what you should or shouldn't feel. On your bad days, I'll do my best to pull you up. On your good days, we'll enjoy every moment."

"Okay," I whisper, choked up and grateful once again for the man he is and the devotion he has shown toward me since the moment I met him. He's not had to do anything, as far as I'm concerned. He only had to rescue and deliver me to the U.S. But he chose me the moment he laid eyes on me, and every moment since, good or bad, he's continued to be devoted to everything surrounding me. And if I lost him, I would truly not be able to go on.

He turns the water off. "Let me dry you off and get your bandages back on."

When all the wounds are covered, I reach up for his face. "Today's a good day."

He smiles. "It sure is."

"Can the beach wait a little longer?"

"Sure. What do you need?"

I place my hand in his and drag him to the bed. "Sit."

He obeys and furrows his brows. "What's up, baby?"

I stroke his cock a few times. "I think you are, and I need to take care of your problem."

His eyes twinkle. "Well, I would never be rude and say no to your help."
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Andre

Darkness begins to creep into the sky. Waves crash harder against the shore from the tide. We've had a full day of sun and grilled out for dinner. Blaise went inside about an hour ago.

Naomi is sitting on my lap. She's been like her old self all day, and the three of us spent most of the day laughing. Mostly it's at my expense from her and Blaise poking fun at me wherever they can, but I don't mind. One of the things I love most about Naomi is her sassy spunk. And it's been great to spend time with my brother. I stroke her head. "Should we go in?"

She brings her sinful lips to mine. "Is it too early to go to the bedroom?" She flicks her tongue in my mouth and slides her fingers through my chest hair.

"That can be arranged," I mumble and hold her head firmly to mine while greedily returning her kisses.

"Hmmm. I think—"

"Andre. Get in here," Blaise barks, making Naomi jump.

"Blaise—"

"Sorry, Naomi. You both need to see this."

My gut flips. Blaise has a look in his eyes that says something is wrong. He shakes his head in tiny movements.

"What's wrong?" Naomi asks.

"Just come inside."

We get up, and he leads us to the family room. The TV is on and turned to the news.

"The latest statement from the White House is Belizean investigative journalist, Naomi Salazar, and her sister, Emilia, are persons of interest in the President's War on Drugs campaign. While the White House has not given any more details, the President has issued an international search for the two sisters who were believed to be kidnapped by the renowned drug lord, Santiago Gómez, of the Colombian cartel," the male news reporter states. Pictures of Naomi and Emilia fill the screen.

Naomi gapes, shaking, and I pull her close to me.

The woman sitting next to the reporter asks, "Fredrick, is the U.S. indicating the cartel did not abduct the sisters?"

"At this point, the White House hasn't clarified. However, President Tyler has sent notification to all allies of the United States. He is asking for their cooperation with any information leading to the questioning of the sisters."

Blaise turns the volume down.

"You've got to be kidding me," I sneer.

"He... Can he do that?" Naomi gasps.

"Yes," Blaise states.

"My sister...she doesn't have anything to do with my story."

My loathing for the President grows. "It's a maneuver to get you to turn yourself in."

Naomi's eyes widen more. "If I do, he'll leave Emilia alone?"

"Get it out of your head. You aren't doing anything of the sort," I growl.

Blaise says, "Andre, about—"

"Turn that back up!" Naomi points to the screen. There's a video of Zoe in sunglasses, with her head down, and she's being led through a sea of paparazzi.

Blaise increases the volume.

"...will resume her tour in Mexico in two weeks. Her manager says Ms. Diego needed a break and has been at a luxury resort in an undisclosed location during the last fifteen months. She is eager to get back to work. We reached out for an interview but were told Ms. Diego would not be conducting any in the near future, except for this one brief statement."

Zoe comes on camera and speaks in Spanish. The news breaks for commercials.

"What did she say?" I ask Naomi.

Blaise turns the volume down again.

Naomi's face scrunches. "She's sorry for disappointing her fans, is excited to get back to her music, and would like to not discuss anything regarding her personal life over the last fifteen months or going forward. And she asks for the media to respect her privacy."

Where's Dirk?

Naomi swallows hard. "That's all lies. They are forcing her to say those things. I can tell."

"Pull up Zoe Diego on the internet," I instruct Blaise.

He goes to the desk and removes his laptop from the bag and pulls up a search then turns the screen toward me.

Most of the stories are in Spanish, so Naomi reads them. "It's the same as the news channel except it says Zoe appeared on her manager's doorstep yesterday."

"I'm lost. Can someone fill me in on why this is important? And who is Zoe Diego?" Blaise asks.

"She's one of the most famous Latina pop stars in the world," Naomi informs him.

I add, "We rescued Zoe. She was with Dirk, and they were supposed to meet us here."

"Then where's Dirk?" Blaise raises an eyebrow.

My gut sinks. "Interpol's orders were to return her to Mexico. She was petrified of going back. Dirk wouldn't have let that happen."

"Why was she petrified?" Blaise asks.

"I don't know. She wouldn't say. Vanessa, Julieta, and Penelope all had their secrets they wouldn't tell. I only know limited information about each of their situations. And we ran out of time to find out more," I admit.

"When did you last see Dirk?"

"In Honduras. They were at Tinker's when the earthquake hit."

Naomi paces.

"Baby, what is it?"

"Something bugged me when we were at Tinker's."

"What?"

"Vanessa was petrified of going to a communist country and warned Julieta and me not to go to one, either," Naomi reminds me.

"She did."

"Zoe told me she met Vanessa before they were both kidnapped."

"When was that?"

"In the kitchen. You were talking to Axel. Zoe mentioned it was nice to see a familiar face when she was brought to the jungle. She and Vanessa met at an embassy party. Penelope then mentioned she was sick when Zoe played in Panama City for a party the British embassy had. And then Zoe said she was embarrassed when she talked to Julieta inside the pit."

"Why?"

"Julieta was the flight attendant on several of Zoe's private planes."

"I thought Julieta said she worked on commercial flights?"

"She worked on both. Her airline had a private sector, and she went where they told her to go. Zoe didn't remember her, and Julieta informed Zoe she had been on at least a dozen private flights with her."

"But Zoe didn't remember her?"

"No."

"Was she high? It wouldn't be the first time a musician was too doped up to notice the people around them. Or maybe she's just pompous?" Blaise asks.

"Zoe didn't seem like a drug addict to me. And I know she's a bit high maintenance, but she wasn't arrogant," I say.

Naomi stops pacing. "No, but she wouldn't take the pain medication, even though it wasn't a typical habit-forming narcotic. Maybe she's had fourteen months to detox?"

I take a deep breath. "So, Zoe knew two of the three women and would have potentially met Penelope had she not been sick?"

Naomi nods. "Yes. It could be a coincidence, but..."

Blaise puts his arms over his chest. "Zoe hadn't met you or your sister?"

"No."

"Ryker thought things were connected. He didn't think it was a coincidence all six of you were in the pit together. Especially after months of the other women missing," I inform them.

"Zoe is connected to everyone but Naomi or Emilia," Blaise points out.

"But what if there is a connection? What if my story is the connection?"

"What do you mean?"

Naomi holds her cheeks. "I don't know yet. But Vanessa's ex is in the cabinet. My story involves him, but it involves his acceptance of drug cartel money."

The room goes quiet except for Naomi tapping her fingers on the counter.

Blaise's eyes widen. "Naomi, what if your story isn't about politicians illegally funding their campaigns?"

"What do you mean?"

"Hear me out on this, but what if that's just the surface level?"

My pulse increases. "And?"

"Besides the financial gain, why else would they accept drug cartel money? And why would they have Nicolas Gómez locked up if they accepted money from Santiago?"

"I don't know. I've been...oh..." Naomi puts her hand over her mouth and stares at us.

"What?" I ask.

"I can't believe I never saw this."

"What?" I repeat.

"Behind closed doors. Blaise is right. Ezra was trying to tell me I needed to look beyond the obvious."

"What else do you believe could be going on?" Blaise asks.

"The guerrillas kidnapped Vanessa and then sold her to Santiago, which could mean the guerrillas and Colombian cartel are working together. But what if there's a shift in power going on? What if the Belizean politicians are helping Jonas Torres and his cartel take over the international drug trade? What if they have their hands in his cartel so they directly profit from it?"

"If they weren't planning on taking more of Gómez's money, that would explain why they have Nicolas locked up," I say.

"Julieta also said the airlines were aware the cartel is transporting drugs through commercial flights."

"She said she was leverage, and why the cartel didn't kill her," I point out.

"Leverage how?" Blaise asks.

"She wouldn't say."

He groans. "How does she expect us to help her if she won't tell us what she knows?"

"Yeah, it's frustrating," Naomi agrees.

"We can try to figure this out all day long, but I think we need to focus on what problem we can solve right now," I advise.

"Andre, we have to move quickly," Blaise states.

Our eyes lock. "Not we."

His face reddens. "You know I'm capable of this."

"You just left the military. I've already rolled the dice with Interpol. You can't."

"We just make sure nothing goes wrong," he insists.

"Naomi can't be left on her own. It's not safe for her to go anywhere."

Naomi grips my arm and her nails dig into my skin. "What are you saying, Andre?"

"The only way to get the President to revoke the person of interest on you and Emilia is to kill or give him Nicolas Gómez. So that's what I'll do."

"I say kill the bastard," Blaise interjects.

"I don't understand how you will do that. The Belizean government has Nicolas in full security lockdown. If it were possible, Santiago would have raided the prison by now," Naomi says.

I stare at her. "That's the difference between Santiago and me. He's a thug. I'm a professionally trained killer."


29
[image: ]
[image: ]



Naomi

Andre has the contents of his backpack on the table. He and Blaise are standing together and assessing everything.

"I don't think you should be doing this. It's not safe and nearly impossible," I warn him for the hundredth time. Since he announced his plans to go back to Belize, my anxiety has been through the roof.

"Naomi, you're pacing."

"What do you expect me to do?"

Andre turns to Blaise. "Can you get this ready for me?"

"Yeah, no problem."

"Baby, let's go upstairs." He steers me to our room and shuts the door.

"Please don't go. I don't have a good feeling about this," I beg.

He sits on the bed and positions me on his lap. "We can't run forever, Naomi. Now that the President issued a person of interest on you and Emilia, there is nowhere to hide. You aren't even going to be able to leave this house."

"I don't think you understand the prison system in Belize. It's not like an American or European one. From the outside, it looks easy to enter, but they will have Gómez in the tunnels."

"The tunnels?"

"Yes. I toured them when I did my piece on the prison system a few years ago."

Andre furrows his eyebrows. "You've been in the facility Gómez is in?"

"Yes. I had an extensive tour."

"Then tell me about it."

My heart continues to race. "The normal prison isn't any big deal. If he were there, it wouldn't be hard to find him. But it's the secret underground dungeons where the serious criminals are kept in."

"If they are secret, how did you find out?"

"One of the prison guards didn't agree with the way prisoners were treated. He became my informant and gave me a secret tour."

"This is the story you wrote Darien referenced?"

"Yes. And it's a horrible place with unimaginable conditions. When I toured the prison, I felt claustrophobic. I've never reacted to anything like that before. The worst of the worst criminals are kept in that part. Rats and bugs roam free. Men screamed, and not to scare me like in the other part of the prison. No, they yelled from the mental anguish they go through from being in there." I shudder, recalling my eye-opening experience from years ago, and Andre tugs me closer.

"How did you get in?"

"You're still going to go?" I don't know why I would think any different, but the glimmer of hope I had he would stay and not attempt this, fizzles.

He places his hand on my cheek. "I won't have anyone coming after you, Naomi. That includes the President of the United States. I'm going to finish this once and for all. So, tell me everything you know about the building and don't leave any details out. Even if you think it might not be important, tell me."

I close my eyes and try one last time, whispering, "Please. Don't go."

"Baby."

I sigh and slowly open my eyes.

"Tell me what you know."

There's nothing I can do to stop him.

I spend the next half hour filling Andre in on everything I remember about the premises, guards, and what I learned about their shift changes.

"Can you draw me a map of it?"

"Yes."

"Okay. Let's go back downstairs and talk with Blaise."

I turn and gaze out the window at the dark night.

"Naomi—"

"I don't want you to do this," I cry out.

"What if they capture Emilia? Hmm? Neither you nor Emilia is safe until we sort this issue out."

"There has to be another way."

"No. This is the only way."

I close my eyes. "What if something happens to you?"

"It won't."

I poke him in the chest. "You don't know that!"

His jaw clenches. "Draw me a map and help me finish this."

My heart sinks, and I feel like my entire world is going to be destroyed. Because he is my entire world. "I don't have a say in this, do I?"

"No, baby. As long as I breathe, no one is going to come after you. It's not negotiable."

I blink hard, fighting tears.

"I need you to draw me a map. Can you do that for me?"

I nod and rise.

"Hey."

I spin, and he pulls me between his legs, palming my butt. "You can kiss me now."

I peck him on the lips.

He pulls me into him and squeezes my ass. "I think you should kiss me again like you mean it."

I bite back my smile.

He raises his eyebrows in a cocky fashion. "I'm waiting."

I lean in.

He slides his hand in my hair, squeezes my ass, and kisses me as if I'm his dinner and he hasn't been fed for a week. When he pulls back, I'm panting.

"If we hurry up downstairs, you can spend the rest of the night showing me how much you're going to miss me."

I push my body against his erection and attempt one last time to get him to change his mind. "Why don't we not go downstairs and stay up here. And I'll show you tonight and then all day tomorrow how happy I am you're staying?"

"Hmmm. Nice try. Still going." He pats my bottom. "Let's go. Time's ticking."

We go to the kitchen, and I draw a map as best as I can while Andre and Blaise construct what Andre terms a "loose plan."

"That doesn't instill a lot of confidence in me."

Andre and Blaise both chuckle.

"Don't worry. I'll have it nailed down before I do anything," Andre tries to assure me, then picks up the burner phone Kalim put in his bag when we were at the hospital. He turns it on and leaves a message. It sounds like gibberish to me.

"What was that?" I ask him when he gets off the phone.

"Kalim will know how to decipher it."

"What if he's tried to call about Malin and Emilia? We haven't had the phone on."

"He hasn't." Andre shows me the empty voice mail box.

The ticking of the clock in my head starts again. "Why hasn't Emilia surfaced?"

"She will. Malin will find us," he confidently states, but all I hear is the tick-tock of my mental clock.

Us? You are leaving and who knows what is going to happen.

"Naomi," Blaise sternly says.

I turn, and he grabs a chair and sits next to me. "Let's breathe a bit." Blaise inhales and exhales a few times, and I soon replicate his breathing pattern.

After a while, he asks, "Gone?"

"Yeah. How did you know?"

He moves his hand to his breast bone. "You scratch like this when you start panicking."

"I do?"

"Yeah. I used to do the same but to my chin."

Andre takes my hand. "I think we've done all we can for now. Let's go get some sleep."

Blaise hands Andre his car keys. "I'll pick it up later. Just leave the keys in the wheel well."

Fear grips me again. "You're leaving in the middle of the night?"

"Yeah."

I can't even look at him, so I turn away. Tears stream down my cheeks, and I leave the room and go to our bedroom.

It's not long before Andre is tugging me into his arms.

"I have a really bad feeling. Please, don't go," I beg him again.

"Shh. I'll be back before you know it." He doesn't let me talk any further. His lips and tongue unite with mine in a raw, potent clash of lust and love and all things that can only exist between two souls who feed each other's fire.

We spend hours flesh to flesh, wrapped around each other's bodies, in a cycle of pleasure and heat and all things carnal.

At some point, I doze off into a deep state of hell.

Emilia is shouting for Malin. Ezra is repeating 'Behind closed doors.' Andre's voice echoes the depths of destruction.

It seems to last forever. When I'm finally pulled out of my night terror, I'm sweating and wailing in Blaise's arms.

"Andre," I cry out.

"He's left."

"No," I whisper and sob into his chest.

"It's okay, Naomi. He knows what he's doing," Blaise tries to reassure me.

But nothing he says does. The feeling in the pit of my stomach twists and grows with an expanding fear. For days, I can hardly get out of bed. Exhausted, I drift in and out of sleep, always consumed by flashbacks or premonitions.

Blaise tells me they aren't real. That they are effects of the trauma I've experienced and my anxiety over Andre being gone.

After the first week passes, I wake up for the first time since Andre left without screaming. I shower and go downstairs.

"You're up." Blaise beams.

"I didn't have a nightmare last night."

"That's great. Today should be a good day."

"Have you heard from Andre?"

"No, but Javier called."

My pulse increases. "Your other brother?"

"Yes."

My panic increases. "Did something happen?"

"No. He told me things are in motion."

"What does that mean?"

"Honestly, I'm not totally sure. He couldn't go into detail since we were over the phone. It was a conversation in code. But Andre must have needed him for something."

"Like what?"

He pats my hand. "Naomi, I don't know. But this is good news."

I release a breath then wipe my face.

"Andre knows what he's doing. He's smart. He'll be okay."

I sniffle and nod.

Blaise walks around the counter and sits on the barstool next to me. "I talked to Sloane."

I tap my fingers on the counter. "Who's that?"

Blaise slaps his hand on mine. "You're making me nervous with your tapping."

"Sorry. Guess I sometimes forget you have issues, too."

He chuckles. "That's a nice way to say I'm screwed up."

"You and me both."

He removes his hand. "Sloane is the woman who helped me. I know you can't leave the house right now, but she can come here."

"You think I need a shrink?"

Blaise arches an eyebrow, crosses his arms, and leans back.

I groan and put my hands over my face.

"I think she can help you."

I stay silent.

"It might help pass the time while Andre and Emilia are gone, too."

I scissor my fingers and peek at him. "Fine."

He grins, as if I've made him happy. "Okay. I'll set it up. I have something else to ask, too."

"What's that?"

"I need a snorkeling buddy today."

"A snorkeling buddy?"

"Yep. Your back is all scabbed over. I picked up some waterproof plaster so you should be okay to get in the ocean if we use it.” He points out the window. "It's not going to get any more perfect than this."

I gaze outside. The water is perfectly calm, twinkling from the sun. "Okay."

"And after, we'll kayak."

"Is this your way of keeping me busy?"

"That, and it helps me to not get stuck in all my thoughts,” he absentmindedly says.

"I'm sorry. I never ask how you're doing."

"I'm okay. Tuesday was a bad day for me, but today's good, so far."

Stop being so selfish that you don't even pay attention to others around you, Naomi.

"I didn't realize—"

"It's all good. I hide it well." He winks. "But the day isn't going to get any longer. Let's get ready and go."

We spend all day in the sun, and it's the first day I've had since Andre left I feel human. When I go to bed and fall asleep, I don't wake up until morning.

I have another normal day, but then the night terrors grip me. Blaise tries to wake me up for over an hour.

It's the worst one I've had. It's the same as before, only this time, Emilia, Ezra, and Andre's voices are louder. Even when I wake up, I can't get the ringing of their cries out of my head.
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Andre

"Andre. What are you doing here?" Gabriella hugs me before I can answer.

"Can I come in?"

"Oh, sorry. Of course." She steps back, and as soon as I get inside, Taytum comes running up. I kneel and hold my hand out to give her a high five. I assume she might not remember me and be scared since it's been a year since I last saw her, but she slaps my hand and leaps into my arms.

"Well, hello, sweet girl."

"Play?" she asks. She has blonde hair and blue eyes and is a replica of Gabriella.

"Not now, Taytum. Let Uncle Andre sit down for a while."

Taytum pushes her lip out and scrunches her face.

I pick her up, twirl her around, and tickle her. She screams in glee. I kiss her on the cheek and set her down, but she follows me to the couch and climbs up on my lap.

"Taytum," Gabriella sternly says.

"It's okay." I bounce her on my knee. "Javier at work?"

"Yes. What are you doing in Florida? How long are you here? And why didn't you tell us you were coming? I could have picked you up from the airport."

I chuckle. "Which question do you want me to answer first?"

"Oh, sorry! What are you doing here?" Gabriella smiles.

"I've got a situation going on, and I need Javier's help."

Gabriella tilts her head. "Are you okay?"

"Yes. But I can't call Javier. Can you call him and tell him to come home, but don't mention I'm here?"

Gabriella crosses her arms. "What's going on?"

"It's work stuff. I can't get into it."

She sighs. "Okay. My cell is in the other room. Can you watch Taytum?"

"Sure."

I spend the next ten minutes making funny faces and playing patty-cake with Taytum, who keeps giggling.

"He should be here in a few minutes. But I hope he doesn't have a heart attack."

"Why?"

"I told him he needed to come home now, but you told me not to tell him why. He's flipping out."

"I'm sorry."

"He'll—"

"Wah! Wah!"

"Harper is up from her nap. Stay with Taytum again?"

"Yeah, no problem."

"Ice cream!" Taytum jumps off my lap and grabs my hand then tugs me toward the kitchen.

"Whoa. I don't know about that. Your mom has to say yes."

She points to the freezer. "Ice cream."

"Umm, I don't think—"

"Gabriella!" Javier shouts in a panic, and the door slams.

"Shh. You'll scare the baby," I say and step forward.

Javier gapes. "Andre. What are you doing here? Is Gabriella—"

"Calm down. She's with Harper in the other room."

"Daddy!" Taytum runs and jumps up into his arms.

"Hey, sweetie." His face lights up and he kisses her.

"Ice cream."

"After dinner, we can have some."

"Noooooo." She pouts. "Now."

"Go ask your mama. I got in trouble the last time we ate it before dinner." He sets her down, and she races down the hall.

"Gabriella is fine?" Javier asks.

"Chill. She's perfect."

He takes a deep breath then hugs me. "What are you doing here?"

"I need your help. I'm in a situation."

He furrows his brows. "What's going on?"

"I need to meet with Carter." Javier is an FBI agent, and Carter is the head of the FBI.

"Why didn't Interpol arrange it?"

"I'm kind of on the run from Interpol right now."

His eyes widen. "What? Why?"

Gabriella and the kids come into the room.

Javier kisses her and Harper then picks up Taytum and kisses the top of her head again.

Gabriella holds Harper toward me. "Meet your other niece."

I stroke her cheek. "Hey, sweet girl."

"Do you want to hold her?"

"She's pretty small."

Gabriella laughs. "Are you afraid of crushing her?"

My stomach flutters. I admit, "I've never held a baby as tiny as her before."

"Gabriella, let Andre and me talk, and he can hold Harper later."

"All right."

"Can we go talk somewhere in private? No offense, Gabriella." I wince, worried I might have insulted her.

She snorts. "Nothing I'm not used to."

"Thanks."

Javier takes me into his game room, and I fill him in on everything that's happened.

He shifts in his seat. "It sounds like you're in some deep shit."

"Not for long."

"How?"

"It's why I need to talk with Carter."

"What does he have to do with this?"

"I need him to arrange a secret meeting between President Tyler and myself."

Javier huffs. "Have you lost your mind?"

"No. It's the only way I'm going to end this thing."

"How? If you tell Tyler you didn't deliver Naomi and you've been hiding the woman he's issued a person of interest on, he'll throw you in jail for treason or some other crime."

"He won't have that option."

"I'm not following."

"I'm going to make him a deal he can't refuse."

"What if you're wrong? You could end up in prison for life."

"That won't happen."

"What if it does?"

I sigh and cross my arms. "Can you get me a meeting with Carter or not?"

"Andre—"

"Naomi won't be safe until he lifts the person of interest."

We both go quiet. If anyone knows what it's like to want to protect your woman and the need to eliminate threats against her, it's Javier.

He sighs and finally asks, "She means that much to you?"

"I love her."

Understanding fills his face. He nods. "Okay. I'll call Carter."

"Thanks."

"Where is Naomi right now?"

"In Bermuda with Blaise."

"Blaise?"

"Yeah. His tour is over. He's not going back."

Javier raises his eyebrows. "Oh. Is he all right?"

"Yeah. He's handling things."

"Better than last time?"

"I think so."

"Good."

"Can you call him and in code tell him I'm okay so Naomi doesn't worry as much? It took me a bit to get into the U.S."

"Do I even want to know what you did to enter?"

"Nope."

Javier rises. "On second thought, I think I better call my partner, Chloe."

"Why?"

"They have a history. Carter will do anything for her. When he finds out all the details of this, he may not want to touch it. He's not a huge fan of the President to begin with."

"How did that guy even get elected?"

"Beats me."

"Blaise isn't happy with him."

"What did he make him do?" Javier growls.

"I don't know, but he specifically said he's happy not to be serving under him anymore."

"That's not good."

"Nope."

"And you're sure Blaise is all right?"

"Yes. Much better than last time."

Javier sighs. "Good. Well, I'll call Chloe and have her work her magic with Carter."

"Whatever you have to do. I'll owe you."

Javier smiles. "Awesome."

"Don't look so happy I'm indebted to you."

"Don't worry. You're paying me back tonight."

"What do you mean?"

His lips twitch. "There are several things you'll be doing."

"Like what?"

"I think it's time Uncle Andre learned how to change diapers."

I groan. "You're serious?"

"Yep. It's an essential life skill every man should know."

"I doubt that."

"In my house it is."

"All right, brother. Diaper duty it is."

"After that, it's poker night for the Brooks clan."

"Perfect. I can hold my own."

"Dude. No." Javier shakes his head.

"No? What am I missing?"

He snorts. "The ladies get to play. The guys are on kid duty."

"Seriously?"

"Yep. And the guys are all coming over to our house tonight, so it also means we're in charge of food."

"I'll pay for pizza. Order it up," I claim.

"Nope."

"Burgers?"

"Try again." Cockiness fills his face.

"I'm not sure what other options there are."

"I lost a bet last week, so it's boeuf bourguignon with fingerling potatoes."

"Boeuf bourguignon?"

He nods.

"Isn't that supposed to be the most complicated recipe on earth?"

"Let's just say I had quite a bit to drink when I made the bet."

I grunt. "I don't know how to make that."

"Me, either. But that's what they make recipes for."

"You're serious?"

"Yep. And it needs to be good."

"Are you helping me, or am I on my own?"

"I'll supervise with a beer."

"All right. Call me Julia Child."

Call me... I laugh.

"What's so funny?"

"Nothing. Just something that reminded me of Naomi."


31
[image: ]
[image: ]



Andre

"Agent Lòpez." Carter sticks his hand out and shakes my hand.

"Sir. Thank you for your assistance in this matter."

He crosses his arms. "Chloe said it was important, and the President isn't going to chew my ass out?"

I cringe. "I don't think so, sir, but he's kind of a loose cannon, right?"

Carter grunts. "That's one way to put it. But tell me this, is there any reason the President is going to have my badge?"

I glance around. It's only Carter and me. We're standing in a back alley in D.C. Javier is in the car, and Carter's driver is in the other.

"Is this between us, sir?"

"Yes."

"I've been hiding Naomi Salazar."

Carter's eyes widen. He barks, "For what reason?"

"So the President can't use her as a negotiation tool."

"For what?"

"It's probably best if I don't disclose any more."

Carter shifts on his feet and deeply inhales. "Son, are you sure you know what you're doing? It sounds like you're playing with fire."

"Yes, sir."

His face hardens. "All right. Get in, and we'll go to the White House. The President has me on his schedule at 2:00 pm. Would it be safe to say it's best if your brother isn't involved from this point going forward?"

I glance at Javier. "That's correct, sir."

"Say your goodbye, and I'll meet you in the car."

I open the passenger door and get in.

"Well?" Javier asks.

"He's already set up a meeting. It's at 2:00 pm."

"Great. Let's go."

"No. You go back home."

"To Florida?"

"Yeah. You never knew anything about this."

He hesitates. "You sure you don't want me to stick around a few more hours? At least until your meeting is over?"

"No. Go home to Gabriella and your kids."

"Andre—"

"Call Blaise. Send another message so Naomi knows I'm alive. Tell him to tell her I'll be home soon."

He nods. "Okay."

I lean in and hug him. "You've done well, little brother. I'm glad you have so many good people in your life."

"Good. When this is over, you're going to let me know, right?"

"Yeah. I'll call you."

"Thanks. You going to stay in Bermuda after this is over?"

"I don't know. My guys are still out there."

Javier and I exchange a knowing look.

He smiles. "Well, wherever you end up, let me know. Since you now have mad diaper skills, I'll drag the family over for a vacation."

"Sounds like a plan. Thanks for everything."

"Anytime."

I get out of his car and into Carter's. We don't talk much, and it takes about twenty minutes to get to the White House.

Security takes another ten minutes, and once we are through, we are whisked down the hall into a waiting area. At precisely 2:00 pm, a woman comes into the room and tells us the President is ready to see us. She leads us into his personal office, and Carter and I take a seat on the couch. "He'll be right with you." She leaves.

I tap my fingers on my thigh.

"Word to the wise. Don't show any nerves around him," Carter advises.

I stop moving my hand. "Got it. Thanks."

The door opens, and he walks into the room. Carter and I stand. "Mr. President," we both say and nod.

"Agent Lòpez. I've been wondering when you were going to show up."

My heart races. "Sir?"

"Carter, are you needed for this conversation?" The President snarls.

Carter shifts. "No, sir."

He points to the door. "Then get out of my office."

"Yes, sir."

Carter gives me a quick glance and leaves.

As soon as the door shuts, the President arrogantly states. "You don't think I'm aware you led the Interpol team that rescued Naomi Salazar and didn't deliver her?"

My throat goes dry. Of course he knows.

It doesn't matter. Stay focused.

"I'm here to make a deal."

"And what would that be?" He scratches his bald head.

"You want Nicolas Gómez in your possession, correct?"

His eyes turn to slits. "No."

My stomach twists. Have I gotten it wrong this entire time?

I cross my arms and try to maintain my confidence. "Then tell me, what do you want with Naomi Salazar?"

"You're on the right track, but I don't just want to imprison Nicolas Gómez. I want him dead."

"Then, I believe we have a deal to make."

The President snorts. "I should throw you in prison for treason. You may not have lived here in years, but you're still an American citizen."

"But I'm the only one who can get you what you want without causing an international crisis."

He clenches his jaw.

Yep. You're a bastard, and I got your number.

I lean forward. "So, here's what I propose. I go to Belize, kill Nicolas Gómez, and send you the video proof. In return, you lift the person of interest on Naomi and her sister, Emilia. You also call Interpol and have them reinstate my team of guys and myself into good standing."

He grunts. "You think you have it all figured out, don't you?"

I cockily reply, "Tell me what I'm missing. There's no one else on the planet who's going to enter a Belizean prison, find where they're holding Gómez, and finish the job, unless you send in a military team. And we all know what that's going to do for international relations."

His face hardens further.

I lean even closer. "Know this, Mr. President. Santiago Gómez wants his brother back. The Belizean politicians have Santiago in their pockets. How long do you think they are going to hold Nicolas? Hmm?"

He rises. "You have forty-eight hours to get it taken care of."

"No."

His eyes turn to slits. "Excuse me?"

"No. You have twelve hours to get me documents showing the person of interest has been lifted off both Naomi and Emilia, as well as the reinstatement of my entire team with Interpol. Then I take care of it."

A sinister laugh fills the air. "You aren't the one in a position to make demands, Agent Lòpez."

I pull a phone out of my pocket. The screen displays a blocked number. With my eyes locked with the President's, I say, "Alpha fifty-nine, can you confirm you've recorded this conversation between President Tyler and myself?"

"This is Alpha fifty-nine. Confirmed recording since 1401 when you first addressed the President."

"Thank you, Alpha fifty-nine."

Blood drains from the President's face, and he glares at me.

"Twelve hours. If anything happens to me, Naomi, or Emilia, this gets delivered to the media. If anything happens to my family, this will be sent. If my guys aren't reinstated and the person of interest isn't lifted off the Salazar sisters, this gets uploaded to every social media and news site for the world to listen to. Am I clear?"

His face turns red with anger. "I don't know who you think—"

I put a new burner phone on the table in front of us. "I'm the guy who's going to put a bullet in Nicolas Gómez's head and send you the video to this phone so you can re-watch it as many times as you want. It seems to me like this is a win-win for both of us, don't you think, Mr. President?"

He stays silent.

And just to dig into him more, I say, "Don't worry, Mr. President. We're behind closed doors."

He finally buckles. "I'll have it to you in the next few hours. Where do I send it?"

"To the media."

"What?"

"The lift on the persons of interest is to be sent to the media. You will make a statement that, based on new information, the Salazar sisters are of no use to you. I want the documentation for that and the reinstatement from Interpol on a written document. Scan it to my email with the other guys on my team all cc'd."

He points at me. "If you don't deliver, there will be consequences."

"I always deliver."

"You didn't deliver her."

"That was by choice."

He grunts again. "Finish this off and come back and see me. I have a few other jobs for you."

"No. I don't work for you now or ever. Consider this a favor. And one other thing."

"What's that?" He crosses his arms, glaring.

I rise. "If any of your men follow me out of here, this recording gets sent. I don't think the public will like this during election season, do you?"

He scowls, and I turn and leave the White House.

When I'm confident I'm not being followed, I pull my phone back out. "Alpha fifty-nine, we're clear."

"Copy," Kalim responds and hangs up.

Within three hours, I have all the documentation I requested in my email and take screenshots of it all just in case I need a second copy. I print everything off and mail a copy to Javier and one to Blaise.

The President has a press conference. It's all over the media he no longer considers Naomi or her sister persons of interest.

It's time to do your job.

It takes me a day to get to Belize. I use my fake passport Tinker's friend made me so my activities can't be tracked.

When I get to Belize, Kalim and the other five guys I left behind when Naomi and I took off are there.

"Everything set up?" I ask Kalim.

"Yep. I take it you got everything you needed?"

"All set."

"Good to have you back."

"Any luck tracking Malin?"

Kalim's face falls. "Not since the last time we spoke. It's like they disappeared."

"Hopefully, they will show up soon. There would be bodies if something happened."

"Agreed."

Like many of our missions, we wait until it's nighttime. A smoke bomb is rolled into the main prison area. It quickly makes the prisoners and guards sleep.

We sneak past the central area. My guys shoot serum bullets at the other guards who protect the underground tunnels. It guarantees to knock them out for at least an hour.

I mentally follow the map Naomi drew and I memorized. Within ten minutes of entering the prison, I'm in the dungeon and searching for Nicolas Gómez.

When I locate his cell, he's dirty and thinks I've come to rescue him. He speaks in Spanish, but I cut him off.

I get close to Nicolas's face. "Your brother Santiago speaks English. You do, too?"

His cold eyes are as dark as the cell. "Yes. Who are you?"

I nod at Kalim, who turns on the camera so we have a recording for the President.

"The President of the United States sends a message."

Nicolas's eyes widen, and he spits on the floor. "That pig blames me for his daughter's death. But how do you think she met me, huh?"

I don't know or care about what he's talking about. The only thing I care about is the President gets what he wants and leaves my woman, family, and team of guys alone. And, Nicolas is Santiago's brother. He's just as vicious. If he had been there when Santiago tortured Naomi, he would have jumped right in. So, he's the scum of the earth, and I don't have any hesitation in killing him.

"I'm not here to hear your confession," I tell him and step closer. The thick rope hits the top beam and thuds, echoing in the tiny cell.

In the depths of destruction, there is no moral right or wrong. It doesn't exist.

Nicolas glances between Kalim and me. "Just shoot me, then."

"That would be too easy, wouldn't it?" I reach behind me, and the noose is placed in my hand.

One of my guys carried a chair through the dungeon. The next few minutes involve my team of men fighting with Nicolas to get the noose over his head. Once it's there, they drag him to the chair and make him stand on it. They tie his wrists behind his back, and I get rid of all the slack.

I secure the rope, then walk over to Nicolas. "The President of the United States ordered your death." I lean into his ear. "Your brother will be joining you in hell very soon." I kick the chair from under his feet, and his body hangs in the air, twitching. Choking sounds fill the room, slowly getting quieter until his eyes have popped out of their sockets and there is no more life in him.

Kalim stops the video, sends it to the burner phone I left in the President's office, and we leave the prison.

As much as I want to hop on a plane and get home to Naomi, there is one more thing I need to do. I turn to Kalim. "Where is Santiago?"

"He's in Belize, not far from here."

"How many men are with him?"

"About a dozen. He hasn't recouped from the shoot-out from when we rescued you and Naomi. His guys are spread out in different countries right now. The last two onslaughts from us have hurt his army pretty badly."

"Take me there."

"No. If you're going, we're all going."

"It won't be sanctioned—"

"Andre, we all saw Naomi. We're past the point of whether it's sanctioned or not."

I nod, gratefully. "Then let's go give the bastard what he has coming to him."
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Naomi

"I'm glad some of the techniques we discussed are helping you with your anxiety." Sloane puts her pen down. "I'm full tomorrow, but I'll stop by the day after and check on you if that works for you? I can bring some more groceries, too."

"Sure. That's very kind of you." Since Andre is still gone and I can't go anywhere unless I'm on the beach with Blaise, Sloane offered to bring groceries.

I like Sloane a lot. She is really kind, and she hasn't pushed me on anything I haven't been able to discuss.

She puts her items in her bag. "Are you sure you don't want anything to help you sleep better?"

"No. I want to stay away from medication if I can."

She smiles. "Okay." Her gaze drifts out the window. Blaise is done with his swim and walking toward the house.

"Well, I better go," she quickly states.

"Do you want to say hi to Blaise?" It's the third day she's been here, but they still haven't seen each other. Blaise magically seems to disappear when she is due to arrive.

"Some other time. I need to get to the office for my next appointment."

"Okay. I'll see you in a few days, then."

She hurries out of the house, and I step out on the deck and wave to him.

He jogs over. "Everything okay?"

"Yeah. Sloane said she'd be back in a few days and bring some groceries."

He nods and looks out at the water.

"Are you going to tell me why you and Sloane are avoiding each other?"

He freezes then turns. "Did she say something?"

I point at him. "Busted."

His jaw clenches.

"Blaise?"

He swallows hard, staring at the ocean. "I don't want to discuss it. No offense."

"Okay. Sorry I said anything."

He smiles. "No worries. How was your session?"

"It was—"

Blaise's cell phone is on the table and vibrates. I pick it up and hand it to him.

"Javier. Everything okay?"

My pulse increases.

Breathe. It doesn't mean anything is bad.

Blaise winks and gives me a thumbs-up. "That's good. Gabriella and the kids doing well?"

"Great. Okay, I'll let you go, then. Talk soon. Bye."

Thump. Thump. Thump. My heart bangs in my chest.

"Javier said he should be home soon."

"When?"

"Soon."

"That isn't really an answer."

Blaise laughs. "You would make a horrible soldier."

"Hey, I'll have you know your brother is very impressed with my jungle skills."

"Your jungle skills?"

"Yep," I proudly boast.

Blaise chuckles. "I'll take your word for it."

"So, is there a certain range of days that soon means?"

"Nope."

I move side to side, rubbing my back against the chair.

"Stop doing that."

"It's itchy."

"That must be your scabs healing. It's a good sign."

I scrape my back on the chair again. "Well, it's driving me crazy."

"Let me see."

Blaise walks behind me, and I lean forward. He lifts my shirt. "Naomi, you have to stop scratching. You're bleeding now."

I groan. "Seriously?"

"Yes. Come on. We need to clean your back up."

"Ugh. And I was doing so well."

We go inside, and Blaise takes out the first aid kit. I turn and remove my shirt then hold the cloth up to cover my chest. The first few times Blaise helped me with my back, it felt strange, but now I'm used to it.

He puts a wet rag over my flesh.

"The cold feels so good."

He presses his fingers into my skin. "Naomi, your back is on fire."

"Probably from itching it."

"No. I don't think so." He lifts the rag. "Now that the blood is gone, I can see better. You're red and swollen. You weren't last night when I put your cream on."

"Must be from my itching. I'll try to stop."

Blaise puts his hand on my forehead. "You have a fever."

"I do?"

"Feels like it. Hold on." He pulls a thermometer out of his kit, puts a cover on it, then clicks it in my ear.

"Wow. You're prepared, just like your brother."

"Military will do that to you." The thermometer beeps, and his face scrunches. "You have a 102-degree fever."

"Really? I don't feel sick. Honestly."

"Did you sleep last night?"

"Not a lot. But I didn't have a night terror, so that was a win."

He studies my back. "You have some puss coming out of this one." He lightly taps it with the cloth.

I wince. "Great. That's the one Andre was the most worried about."

"It's on your spine, and that's even more dangerous." He takes a Q-tip and pokes it.

"Ow!" I jump off my seat.

"We need a doctor to look at you."

"I can't go anywhere, and no one can know I'm here."

He sighs. "I'll have Sloane come back. She is also a doctor and had a large practice before she decided to move into therapy."

"Really?"

"Yes."

"You seem to know a lot about her."

He stays silent and sprays my back with First Aid spray.

"Assuming this means my ocean plans aren't going to happen today?" I ask in disappointment. It's another beautiful day and the bay is calm.

"Nope. Let me call Sloane." He leaves a message.

"She had appointments. I'm sure I'll be fine."

"She'll call back." He picks up the TV remote and turns it on. "Looks like it's a TV day." He hands me the controller.

While he's putting bandages on my back, I flip through the channels and stop when I see my photo and Emilia's in the corner of the TV screen. The President of the United States is speaking at a podium.

"Turn it up," Blaise says.

I increase the volume. The President says, "...both Salazar sisters are no longer persons of interest, and all international efforts to locate them have been called off."

I spin in the chair, excited. "Andre did it. He's done then, right? He's on his way home?"

He shakes his head. "No."

"What do you mean? The President called it off."

"Andre wouldn't have done what the President wanted without making sure you were safe first."

"What do you mean?"

"My guess is he's on his way to Belize now. He would have given the President a short timeline."

"But you said Javier told you he's coming home soon."

"Yes. But that doesn't mean he's finished."

My chest tightens with anxiety. "Then what was the point of the call?"

"So you know he's alive."

My gut flips, I stand, throw my shirt on, and pace. "Call Javier back."

"No. That isn't a good idea. We can't talk about this stuff over the phone."

"But he just called you."

"Yeah, and we spoke in code for less than three minutes."

I scratch my neck.

"Naomi, sit down. You're sweating, and your neck looks like it's breaking out in hives."

"What?" I step toward the wall mirror and gape. My face is red, glistening, and I have red bumps all over my neck, chest, and arms.

Panic drives deeper. "What's happening?"

Blaise calmly says, "Sit down." He points to the couch and picks his phone up.

I sit down and scratch my arms.

"Stop scratching," he barks. "Sloane, it's me. Naomi looks like she has hives, I think her back is infected, and she has a fever."

I'm suddenly dizzy and think I might get sick. I must rise too fast because the room spins and I pass out. When I wake up, the light is bright, and there is a consistent beep.

"She's waking up," a familiar woman's voice says.

"Naomi," a deep voice says.

Andre.

No, it's not him. It just sounds a lot like him.

Blaise. It must be Blaise.

I try to open my eyes again, but the light is so bright. I moan.

"Come on, Naomi. You can do it," the female voice says.

"So bright."

"Yes, it is. You'll get used to it. Just open your eyes."

I try my best and force them open.

Blaise and Sloane are gazing down with smiles on their faces.

"Wh...where am I?"

"At the hospital. You passed out," Blaise says.

"You've been in and out of it for the last week," Sloane informs me.

"Week?"

"Yes. You have bacterial meningitis."

"What? How—"

"The infection from your back. But the doctor said you're healing well. Since you haven’t slept a lot since you got hurt, he thinks your body is catching up," Blaise says.

"Oh." I take a deep breath. "Wait. I've been here a week?"

"Yes."

"Where's Andre?"

"He's not back yet."

I try to sit up and my head throbs.

"Whoa. Don't move too fast."

A tear falls down my cheek. "Why isn't he back? Something is wrong."

"You don't know that. He's doing what he needs to do and will be back." Blaise states.

His insistence doesn't calm my fears. "He should be back by now! It wouldn't take days to raid the prison."

Blaise's eyes widen.

"What is it?"

"It's been all over the news. Nicolas Gómez is dead."

"When did he die?"

"They first reported it five days ago."

"Five days ago! Then where is Andre?"

"Hunting."

"Hunting? What does…"

Oh God.

"No. Tell me he didn't go after him," I whisper.

Blaise's face hardens.

I put my hand over my mouth, and tears soak my fingers.

Sloane puts her hand on my shoulder. "It's important for your recovery you try to stay calm."

"Where is he? He needs to come back. I just need him to come back." I sob.

"Then I guess it's good I'm back," Andre's voice booms.

I turn to the door. Andre walks toward me.

"We'll leave you two alone," I faintly hear Blaise say as Andre pulls me into his arms.

"Are you okay?" I cry out.

"Shh. I'm fine. You're the one we need to worry about. What's going on?" He pulls back and cups my cheeks.

"I don't really know. I just woke up. I...they said I've been here a week and have bacterial meningitis."

"From your back sores?"

"Yes. They got infected."

"Bacterial meningitis is serious. Let me talk to a doctor."

"No, wait. Please. Don't go yet." I tighten my grip around him.

He sits on the bed.

I reposition myself on his lap and lean into his chest. "Please tell me you're back, and this isn't a dream."

"No, baby, I'm here."

"Is everything over now?"

"Yes."

"They're dead?"

"Yes. Both Nicolas and Santiago. He won't ever hurt you again."

New tears fall. "But you're okay? He didn't hurt you?"

"I'm fine." He pauses and his eyes turn darker. "I made him suffer for what he did to you."

"What did you do?"

"I'll tell you some other time. I need someone to tell me what is going on with you."

"Please tell me now."

Andre strokes my cheek. "I don't think—"

"Tell me," I demand.

Andre hesitates, then sighs. "Whatever he did to you, he got tenfold. I tied him to a tree. But I didn't just use a taser. I rotated the shock with whippings. He got daylight, nighttime, and morning, just like you did."

My mouth goes dry. I barely get out, "Tell me the rest."

"Baby, you don't need to hear any more."

"Yes. I do."

Andre swallows hard.

"Please. Tell me." I don't know why I need to know more details, but I do. I want to know everything about Andre ending Santiago's life for the hell he put me through. "Andre. I need to hear what you did."

He slowly nods. "Okay. He cried like a baby and barely made it into the morning light. When the vultures started pecking at his flesh, I didn't shoo them away. I smeared the carcass of the jaguar we ate for our dinner all over his body, which only encouraged them further."

Silence ensues as I process what he's told me. I should be repulsed by what he did, but I'm not.

"So, he's really dead?"

"Yes."

A sense of satisfaction courses through me. I put my hand on his cheek. "Thank you."

He tucks my hair behind my ear. "There's something else I have to tell you."

"What's that?"

"It's about Emilia."

My pulse beats in my neck. "Andre, please don't tell me she's dead."

"No. She's not. But she and Malin..."

My gut drops. "What is it?"

"They broke into the news station you worked at and tore apart Ezra's office."

"What? No. Emilia wouldn't do that. She would never—"

"She did. They have it on video surveillance."

My heart beats faster. "That doesn't make sense."

"They took several folders."

"Maybe it's the information I gave Ezra."

His face hardens. "Ezra was there."

A chill runs through my bones. "What? How?"

"It happened before our abduction."

"He knew they were taking it?" I say in disbelief.

"Ezra walked in on them. Malin had his gun and Emilia tied Ezra to his chair."

"No. Emilia wouldn't...why?"

"Nothing is going to get figured out right now. We can work on that later. Let me talk to a doctor so I know what's happening with you."

"Don't worry. I'll be fine, now you're back. Everything will be fine."

"Bacterial meningitis is serious, Naomi."

"Just wait a few more minutes. You just got here. Javier called twice. Did you see your brother?"

"Yes, I did." He kisses me, his eyes twinkling. "And as soon as we get out of here, I'm going to show you my Julia Child skills."

"Julia Child?"

His lips twitch. "Yep. I think my Rambo skills are sharp enough. I decided to brush up on some other things."

"Is that right?"

"Yep. I've been thinking about something else, too."

"What's that?"

Heat fills his eyes. "We need to make an appointment at the eye doctor when you're better. I think it's time we got you a new pair of cat-eye glasses."


EPILOGUE
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Andre

One Month Later

Naomi's been home from the hospital for several weeks. They caught her bacterial meningitis early enough. She doesn't seem to have any of the long-term damage some patients develop.

Emilia and Malin are still missing. Dirk, Hunter, and Axel still haven't shown up.

I've communicated with Kalim. He's running several teams across Central America. Interpol deployed them to find the guys. All the intel indicates they are still there, but there are no guarantees.

Zoe is back on tour. Intel has requested the Mexican government produce her to be questioned since she was the last one to see Dirk. So far, they aren't cooperating with Interpol's requests, and she's not had any interviews.

Naomi looks up her tour schedule. "They have her performing almost every night for the next three months, and she's scheduled to perform for several embassy parties in Mexico, Venezuela, Panama, Costa Rica, Colombia, Guatemala, and Belize. Something is going on behind closed doors."

I cross my arms and sigh. "I wish Dirk would surface."

Her voice lowers. "Andre, do you think he could be dead?"

My mind doesn't want to go there. It's possible, but I can't fathom it. "Dirk knows how to hide and survive better than any of us. He'll show up."

Naomi looks at the screen then back at me. "Can't Interpol do something to rescue her? She's not with them under her own free will. I know she isn't."

"We both know that, but Interpol doesn't have proof, or if they do, they aren't willing to go against the Mexican government. They were going to send her back there, remember?"

"There has to be something we can do," Naomi insists.

"Baby, I'm sorry, but right now, there isn't. We need to wait and see what unfolds before we jump into anything."

I wish any of my guys would appear. The longer they are gone, the more worried I become. But there isn't anything I can do right now except wait.

I want to take Naomi to my house in France, but until Emilia's and the other guys' whereabouts are confirmed, Naomi and I won't leave Bermuda.

We go upstairs. Naomi gets dressed for a therapy session with Sloane. After her session, we plan on spending a day in the sun.

"Andre! Naomi! You have to get down here!" Blaise yells from downstairs.

The international news channel is on. A big announcement is made that Vanessa Castillo, girlfriend of the Belizean cabinet member, Carlos Garcia, has been rescued from the Guatemalan guerrillas. Carlos is on TV, giving a press conference about his relief Vanessa had been found and is requesting the media respect their privacy in this difficult time of recovery. He reports she has been severely traumatized and is receiving help from the best therapists in Belize but is expected to make a quick recovery based on the therapist’s preliminary thoughts.

"That's total crap," Sloane mutters. "A therapist would never say someone will make a quick recovery after any traumatic event. Everyone is different."

"Vanessa would never go back to Carlos!" Naomi cries out. "She was scared of him."

"Why haven't we heard from Hunter?" Blaise asks.

The pit in my stomach grows. "I don't know."

The rest of the day, I can't get my mind off the turn of events. Neither can Naomi or Blaise and we discuss it but come up with no more answers than earlier in the day. We go to bed. When I wake up, Naomi isn't in the room.

It's the first time I've fallen asleep and not woken up with her next to me. Dread fills me. I throw on my shorts to search the house. I finally find her in the office, on Blaise's laptop.

"You scared the crap out of me."

She looks up. "I'm sorry. I didn't want to wake you. I've only seen you asleep once before, and it was our first night in the jungle."

I lean against the desk. "I prefer waking up that way versus you missing from my bed."

She smiles, rubbing her hand on my thigh. "I guess I'll have to make up for it later today."

I grunt. "What are you doing?"

She licks her lips, and her eyes widen. "I'm piecing my old story back together."

My pulse stutters. "Are you going to publish it?"

"I... I'm not sure. Until Emilia returns, I don't think I should. It might put her in more danger. And I think Blaise is right. My story is about more than the acceptance of drug cartel money. I need to figure out the entire story. Plus, all my evidence is in Belize."

"Maybe that is what Emilia and Malin took from Ezra's office."

"But why? Emilia is the only one who knows about my safe-deposit box. All the evidence is in it. Why take the risk of raiding Ezra's office?"

There's a banging on the front door, and the doorbell rings several times in a row. "Andre."

"Axel." I swiftly move to the door. When I open it, he's breathless and looks panicky. "Where have you been?"

"Where's Penelope?" Naomi asks.

"They took her." Axel looks like a man on the edge of losing it. His eyes have a crazy glow to them, as if he could rip someones head off.

The hairs on my arms stand up. "Who?"

"Immigration. We got off the plane, and immigration stopped us. They said the British government has a warrant out for her arrest."

"For what?" I ask.

"Espionage."

"She's a spy?" Blaise says from behind us.

"No. She's not," Axel growls.

"How can you be sure?" Blaise questions.

It infuriates Axel more. He barks, "She isn't."

Blaise holds his hands in the air. "Okay."

"Axel, come in and sit down." I put my hand on his shoulders to try and guide him in the house.

"Andre, we need to go get her. She can't go back to the British government."

"Axel, come sit down," I repeat, leading him inside.

He glances around. "Where are the others?"

"You're the first to arrive."

His face goes white. "But I saw Ryker and Julieta get on the plane."

"What plane?"

"The plane that left before ours."

The hairs on my arm stand up. "For Bermuda?"

"Yes."

"When was that?"

"Yesterday."

My gut drops. "No one has been here."

"Axel, why can't Penelope go back to her country?" Naomi asks.

His face hardens. "Because everything is connected."
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Can't get enough of Andre and Naomi? Ready to see what's next for them? Download the super steamy bonus scene for one more mind-blowing encounter! Click here!

Come back when you're done to find out what's happening with Hunter and Vanessa!
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He Stole Her Freedom and Wants Her Back…

In the darkness of the night, she climbed out of the dirt pit and tugged on heartstrings I didn’t even know I had.

There’s no slow-burn for her. It’s a full-speed freight train of desire mixing with the jungle heat.

Her touch brings me to my knees. Her intoxicating kisses flood adrenaline in my veins.

But it’s not just about us.

Her ex will do anything to get her back. He’s powerful and he has eyes everywhere.

No matter where we go, people are watching. And the moment I drop my guard, I lose her.

When I rescue her this time, he’ll pay for every mark he’s ever put on her.

READ MARKS OF REBELLION
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Hunter

An internal prison can be worse than a physical one. Outer proof of the shackles doesn't exist. And the thief of your freedom doesn't always appear to the world as a monster. Oftentimes, they are loved and glorified in the spotlight.

But all around you, there are people whose freedom has been stolen. They are right under your nose. But most individuals never look close enough or have the courage to unlock the gates of hell for others.

She's a prisoner in plain sight.

And they all know it. Everyone in that house is aware and does nothing.

For almost two months, I've watched her through the windows of his fortress. The silhouette of her body gives me both comfort and an urgent, desperate feeling that crawls across my flesh and electrifies my bones. During the day, she sits on the balcony, staring out, as if she can see me.

But she can't.

Her prison is glamorous and stately but isolated from the main part of town. Men guard it with machine guns. And the warden who possesses her comes and goes as he pleases. More often these days, he takes her with him to adorn his arm like a prize he wants to show off.

And the entire nation watches as he fusses over her and plays the role of the dutiful fiancé in love.

Fiancé. My stomach pitches. The upcoming nuptials are all over the internet, and every time I see a picture with her standing next to him, and the emptiness in her eyes, my rage bubbles. I have to hold myself back from storming his house.

Rescuing her isn't going to be easy. She's guarded at all times. To the public, it looks like a normal political person's security. But it's not.

His deception may fool the outside world, but I know the truth. Love doesn't involve what he does to her.

He captured and took full possession of her. It was my fault for not protecting her. I let my guard down for one second and that's all it took for me to lose her. I should have listened to my gut. My mistake put her back in a situation she should never have had to go back to.

In the past, she received his mighty blows. Thoughts of what he might have done to her since she's been back with him create a nightmare that spins all day long in my head. And every moment she stays in his control puts her in further danger.

The wrath of his hand resulted in bruises and wounds she hid well in the past. So much could have happened to her, and she silently suffers. There's no one there for her to run to. Not one person who will go against him to help save her. They are all her enemies. Last time, she didn't know it. But the error of her judgement was a lesson she told me she would never forget. We were together in the jungle when she disclosed what happened, and that was the moment I knew that I would someday kill Carlos Garcia.

Some days, she sits on the balcony with tears flowing freely down her cheeks, softly sobbing. Witnessing her distress causes a sharp pain to reverberate in my heart.

I'm coming to get you, Flower, I tell her in my mind every night as she stands for hours, looking out into the dark sky.

But tonight is the last night I'll promise her that. Tomorrow, she'll wake up, and there will no doubt be a team of people fussing over her. Her hair and makeup will be done to perfection. They will help her put on the wedding dress designed for her and sewn at record speed.

Anyone of importance in Belize will attend the ceremony. They will all be ready to celebrate the joining of two souls in a prominent, Roman Catholic wedding.

Except he has no soul, and hers will never be his. He may have physical possession of her, but her soul is entwined with mine. And after tonight, his time on this earth will end.

The gates of hell are full of fire and ready to welcome him. If I could watch him burn for eternity, I would.

After tonight, she will once again be mine.

READ MARKS OF REBELLION
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Would you be willing to leave me a review?

I would be forever grateful as one positive review on Amazon is like buying the book a hundred times! Reader support is the lifeblood for Indie authors and provides us the feedback we need to give readers what they want in future stories!

Your positive review means the world to me! So thank you from the bottom of my heart!
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