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      “And whatever you do, please DO NOT squeeze the toothpaste from the middle of the tube.”

      Madison reread that line of instructions. She huffed out a breath that unsettled her bangs from their perfect place on her forehead. This arranged and fake marriage to the Sheikh was contrived solely to gain access to his private chambers within the palace. One of the embassy assistants, portraying a Muslim imam, presided over the ceremony. Now, with the yards and pounds of cloth that made up her wedding attire removed by a squadron of maids, Madison was alone in the suit. She had been powdered and polished, then instructed to read the letter left by the Sheikh while she waited for him to come to her. The marriage wasn’t real, and her plans didn’t include the usual wedding night activities.

      Madison paused at the comment about the toothpaste. Was this bulleted list a joke? Because she often lost the battle to curb her curiosity, she skimmed the rest of the list. “Do not wear socks when you get into bed”, “Do not leave hair in your brush”, “Do not allow water spots to dry on the sink”, “Do not put your shoes under the bed”, and “Do not blow your nose while in the company of the Sheikh.”

      She wasn’t sure if she should roll her emerald green eyes or take the last one seriously. The note ended with, “Any violation will result in a beheading.” Deciding she wouldn’t be here long enough to lose anything, she replaced the note on the silver tray. Scanning the Sheikh’s apartment, she narrowed her search to the less obvious places someone might hide documents. Intel assured her that the information she sought would be on paper. The Sheikh himself didn’t use technology. His staff, however, relied on computers and cell phones to carry out his orders.

      Hearing voices in the hall, Madison moved to a position where she could incapacitate the Sheikh and have him land on the bed so as not to alert any of the guards. She stood in her bare feet, hands loosely clasped behind her. Careful not to raise her gaze when the door opened, she peered through her eyelashes. And froze. He isn’t supposed to be here, she said silently.

      Drake Kayson paused in the doorway. He would recognize Madison Ford blindfolded in a spice shop. She was the only woman he’d lost his focus, sleep, and heart to. But he wouldn’t be the one to tell her that. When her gaze locked on his, he stepped into the suite of rooms and closed the door.

      “What the hell are you doing here, Drake?” Madison hissed.

      “Phase Two of Operation: Sand Dune. And verifying that the suite is secure for the Sheikh’s arrival.”

      “What?” She ignored the flutter of the thin veil across the lower half of her face every time she spoke. “There is no ‘Phase Two’.” His promise to secure the suite must have mollified the guards.

      Drake glanced around the room, searching for a hiding place for the documents they’d been sent to retrieve. “There is. Marco decided some backup might be in order.” He crossed to an ornate wooden armoire inlaid with Mother of Pearl, green jade, and gold. Finding it locked, he slid his hand under his robes to a pocket in his cargos and retrieved a small leather case. From it, he took two thin metal tools and began to pick the lock.

      “Backup? So, Marco didn’t trust that I could drug the Sheikh, find the documents, and make my way to the extraction zone?”

      “Of course he did. We all did. Otherwise this mission wouldn’t have been your first assignment for Lighthouse.”

      “Then why a Phase Two?” Madison moved up behind Drake and peeked around his broad shoulders to watch him open the lock. B&E 101 had been her first class at Lighthouse’s training center. She frowned at the few seconds it took Drake to pop the lock. After the Sheikh fell asleep, she would have opened the armoire.

      Pulling both panels wide, Drake said, “Because four military trucks loaded with soldiers were spotted on the northern road into the city. Marco thought you might need a little help to reach the EZ.”

      Madison shifted her gaze from Drake’s long, clever fingers, to his attractive profile, to the shelves filled with file folders of papers.

      “And Marco sent you because…”

      He grabbed a stack and thumbed through the tabs. “My wit, my deftness with weapons, and my uncanny sense of direction.”

      She knew all were true. The last was for her benefit. She reached past him, took her own stack, and opened the top folder. Unlike Drake, who was fluent in five languages, and had passable ease in three more, she knew only the basics in Arabic. But if she found “AK-47” or “RPG” then she’d have what Lighthouse was hired to retrieve.

      “More likely, you’re the only one left in the office with black hair and a dark complexion, thanks to your Greek roots, and you can fit in with the locals.”

      “That, too,” Drake agreed, replacing his stack for the next one on the shelf. And he’d asked, okay, demanded, and then promised Marco any favor if he would be the one to make sure Madison’s first real assignment was a success. To himself, he admitted it drove him crazy to know that Maddy was half a world away and in a dangerous situation. Sure, he’d been the one to prep her for this assignment. And no way would he have signed off on her readiness if she hadn’t surpassed every test he’d given her. But that didn’t mean he was totally cool about putting her in danger. Drake had to find a way to be chill with Madison on an assignment. And he would get to that just as soon as he regained control of his feelings… the ones centered on the curvy pixie with red-gold hair, emerald eyes, and enough courage and determination to not only get hired by Lighthouse Security, but to be trained as an operative.

      Madison turned each page in the files she held, focusing on the pages in front of her, instead of how she would grill Marco about Part Two of this mission, while Drake read through the stacks and replaced them on the shelf.

      “It’s not here,” Drake muttered. He flicked his wrist to check the time, then turned to search other parts of the suite.

      “How do you know? You haven’t gone through all the files.”

      “Everything there is about household finances, the pantry inventory, travel arrangements for his generals, and a schedule for his staff.”

      “You got all that from reading a few stacks?” Madison replaced hers and considered taking another or joining Drake in searching elsewhere.

      “Yes. And the fact that any details for a weapons sale should be under better security than a flimsy furniture lock.”

      Drake pulled open one of the nightstand drawers and whistled low.

      “What? Did you find it?” Madison replaced the corner of an expensive area rug, not finding a trap door underneath despite intel about secret passageways and hidden compartments throughout the palace, and joined Drake to study the contents inside the drawer.

      Potions, liquids, packages with a picture of underwear with a bite out of them, handcuffs, what looked like fuzzy ping pong balls, and several prescription bottles were neatly organized.

      “Well, that doesn’t surprise me,” Madison said.

      Drake turned his head so fast he nearly bumped noses with her. “What do you mean?” And how did he feel about Maddy identifying these items? If he kept her in the category of girl-next-door, he could remind himself of her purity. But now that Maddy had seen these items, his fantasies about her just doubled.

      “The note the Sheikh left for me. More like a list of ‘don’ts’. ‘Don’t squeeze the toothpaste from the middle of the tube.’ He obviously has some control issues.”

      What’s wrong with squeezing the tube from the bottom? He wanted to ask but didn’t have the time. The bells on the tower rang nine. They only had a few minutes. He closed the drawer, turned to quickly search another place, and found Maddy still right behind him. As he tried to sidestep past her, the nearly transparent outfit she wore clung to his own costume. The further he moved away, the more her sheer fabric tangled in his white linen robes, the more the tiny bells at the bottom of her veil, around her waist, and the hem of her skirts jingled. As he tried to separate the material, he repeatedly bumped into Madison’s hands and arms as she tried to help. Finally, he took both her wrists in one hand and held them above her head. This had the effect of thrusting her breasts towards him. Swallowing a groan, he carefully and methodically peeled her skirts from his robes, then stepped back before releasing her. Though he couldn’t see much of her face since the Sheikh insisted she wear a veil, he noticed a flush high on her cheeks. Her breath came quickly, moving the material of the veil as if it were a bellows. Drake knew Madison was in excellent physical shape. Marco wouldn’t have allowed her into the field if she couldn’t handle physical exertion. But a tangle of fabric shouldn’t be enough to cause her heavy breathing. The effect she had on him made him wonder if there needed to be a part three of this mission. To save him.

      Madison turned around and quickly strode to the other side of the room. She would have been fine, not flushed and flustered, if Drake hadn’t shown up as Sand Dune Part Two. He should know she was capable of this mission. He’d trained her. Well, finished her training. She applied at Lighthouse as an expert markswoman, knowledgeable in martial arts, a degree in computer science, and a willingness to learn whatever was needed to be an operative for Lighthouse Security. Drake had been assigned as her trainer. Physically demanding tasks, orienteering, hotwiring and driving vehicles, even acting a role to carry out a mission all seemed to come easily to Drake. If he were half as handsome, a jerk, and married, it would have been easy for Madison to treat him as a teacher. But he was none of those. He was tough, taking her to the mat more times than she wanted to remember, but also kind in his suggestions. Drake Kayson might trade insults with the guys at the office when they were on a mission or training session, but he always treated her and the other women in the office with gentlemanly respect.

      And now he was here to give her backup.

      Madison pulled open the middle desk drawer. Nothing but pens and a pad of paper. When she tried the side drawer, she found it locked. Removing one large hoop earring from her ear, she straightened the end, pushed the other end next to the first, and inserted it like a key. A little wiggling, and the lock slid free. Shoving the bent earring into the dirt of the potted palm next to the desk, she pulled open the drawer. Files. Organized so none of the tabs were hidden behind another.

      Plucking one near the front, she opened it and scanned the first page. An accounting list. Cows. Acres of oats. Gallons of gasoline. She replaced it and chose another. Turning to a page in the middle, she finally saw it. AK-47.

      “Drake,” she whispered. He’d been across the suite from her. She didn’t know exactly where, but far enough away that she couldn’t feel his heat or inhale his familiar scent.
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