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			1

			FORD DECKER balanced on his elbows with his stomach dragging in the wet grass and wondered how he’d managed to pull this shit assignment. Adjusting his night goggles, he stared across the open field to the brick building sitting below him at the bottom of the slope.

			“Target approximately hundred meters at your center across the heath.” Harlan Ross’s Oxford-­educated British accent cut across the still night.

			As one of the supervisors of Alliance, Harlan waited and watched from 3,600 miles away in the Warehouse, the team’s high-­tech operations center outside Washington, D.C., but his voice echoed in the silver disk in Ford’s ear. One word grabbed Ford’s attention. “Heath?”

			Weston Brown—­West to anyone who knew him for more than two seconds and wanted to breathe for a third—­didn’t make a noise as he held still in the pile of leaves to Ford’s right. “Sounds made up.”

			“Fucking Brits.” Ford mumbled the comment.

			Harlan had landed at Alliance, the newly formed joint intelligence task force handpicked from members of the CIA and MI6, and independent of both agencies, from the Special Reconnaissance Regiment, a division of the British Army with roots in operations in Northern Ireland. He might sound smooth, but under all that properness lurked a nasty temper and crack shot.

			Ford wasn’t in the mood to test either. He turned to West, his number two on Bravo Team. “What exactly is a heath again?”

			“That will teach you to ignore the nonessential parts of a briefing.”

			“Gentlemen.” Harlan managed to load the word with sarcasm. “It’s the grassy open area of land in front of you.”

			Ford continued mumbling. “Then just say that.”

			“We have heat signatures on all three floors.” A low rumble of conversation and rhythmic clicking from what sounded like a keyboard played behind Harlan’s voice as the muted sounds of the Warehouse magnified tenfold in that cavernous room. “Limited movement.”

			“Because it’s two in the morning.” Prime surveillance hour, which made it the worst time to move, in Ford’s mind. Too obvious.

			West snorted. “You think terrorists work nine-­to-­five?”

			“I think we have bad intel.”

			“According to the chatter we’re picking up, the man renting that house is in the process of setting up an auction to place a deadly toxin on the open market.” Harlan could have been reading from the briefing notes. Since he possessed what he insisted be called an eidetic rather than photographic memory, the recall likely matched verbatim.

			Not that Ford needed a review of the intel. He stayed loose and kept the sarcasm turned to maximum, but he didn’t fool around when it came to strategy and completing an operation. He studied, memorized, did whatever he had to do to put the plan in his head.

			“A terrorist’s wet dream,” he mumbled as he shot West the side eye.

			Harlan droned on. “So, we have talk about a meeting in Yemen, and a deadly toxin missing from a U.S. government lab.”

			West let out a low whistle. “That’s a lot of ways to get fucked.”

			Ford understood the pieces but they didn’t connect in his head. “You’re talking Yemen and I’m looking at a scene out of a Dickens’ novel.”

			“As if you’ve read Dickens,” West joked as he scanned the horizon.

			Fucking up what should have been an easy snatch-­and-­run was Ford’s real concern. Tree-­lined cobblestone streets and expensive houses. Not to mention the freaky sense of quiet. No way would this high-­end neighborhood tolerate strangers hanging around. This place with the ponds and walking paths had neighborhood-­watch-­protected written all over it. Or whatever the British version of that might be.

			The man coming up from their right, watching the same house while stomping through the high grass, did challenge that theory. The careful footing raised a flag, but it was the gun the guy carried that ruled out an innocent evening walk around the neighborhood.

			So much for Dickens.

			Ford motioned for West to drop. On command and without a word, the big man flattened, slithering on his stomach as the wind covered the small amount of noise his pants made sliding across the ground. He shifted out of sight within seconds.

			On his own, Ford hunkered down. Staying still until even his breathing slowed and the sounds of the neighborhood echoed in his ear, each one magnified and highlighted so he could separate the man from the surroundings.

			The grass crunched and the thud of footsteps grew closer. Ford heard a click, as if the guy tapped his finger against the side of his gun. If he kept it off the trigger, Ford would have an extra second or two. Not that he’d need it. He had surprise on his side . . . and West. They could take on ten men and come out on top. One guy wandering around as if he’d lost his dog hardly amounted to a real problem.

			Ford waited until the last second, until the guy’s shoe came into his line of vision, then jumped to his feet in a crouch. Another step and Ford stood, lifting his elbow and nailing the guy under the chin in one swift move. The gun dropped and the man’s head snapped back on a sharp intake of breath. Before he could recover, Ford slammed a heel into his stomach and sent him flying. He landed on his ass and sat there, doubled over and coughing.

			Ford knew that was too easy. He leaned in and the guy came alive. Rage showed in every line of his body and in the flat line of his mouth. His guttural roar had Ford shaking his head as the guy launched himself. The man’s full weight barreled into Ford’s midsection.

			The breeze kicked up around them and a dog barked in the distance. Ford heard shouting in his ear over the com and ignored it all to concentrate on staying on his feet as the guy backed him up and attempted a spine-­cracking throw-­down.

			Ford would shoot without blinking. Truth was, gun beat wrestling every single time, but he didn’t want to draw attention. Not that the guy seemed to realize that. He grunted and tried to shove Ford off balance, knocking him from one side to the other but not standing up and planting his feet like he should have.

			Fucking amateur.

			Ford tired of messing with him. When the guy got lucky and landed a shot to Ford’s chest, Ford declared playtime over. He kneed the guy in the jaw and heard a crack. The vise grip around Ford’s waist eased a second later. He took advantage of the break with a quick stranglehold around the guy’s neck. A few defensive kicks and grabs at Ford’s arm then the man passed out.

			Dropping the dead weight, Ford stepped back and surveyed his supposed attacker. The guy could have used more bodyguard training. The whole scene lasted a few seconds. It only went on that long because Ford didn’t immediately end it. Next time he would cut it short and get back to surveillance faster.

			Bent over with his hands on his knees, Ford stared at the lifeless form at his feet. Then he checked pockets for ID, not expecting to find any and not disappointed when he didn’t.

			A movement off to his side had him glancing up. West stood there wearing a stupid grin. That was annoying as shit. “You’d think a supposed terrorist could afford better talent,” Ford said.

			“Hey, he did get one shot in against you.”

			Ford gave his teammate the finger.

			West laughed. “Just reporting what I saw.”

			The chaos on the com finally pulled Ford into responding. “Stop yelling,”

			“We’re fine.” West touched a hand to his earpiece and answered as he scanned the area before his gaze landed on Ford again. “What were you saying about Dickens?”

			Not a topic Ford wanted to discuss right now. “You run out and get a sandwich or did you get confused about the concept of backup?”

			West shrugged. “You were doing fine.”

			Not convinced the unconscious guy didn’t have a friend hovering nearby, Ford motioned for West to duck down. After a quick visual sweep of the area, Ford glanced at one of the upstairs windows, on the tick of movement he sensed rather than saw.

			Screwing with West gave Ford a second to think about the best way to scale the wall. “For the record, your sister likes when I read Dickens to her before sex.”

			“Does this imaginary sister think you’re a dick?”

			Ford had to laugh at that. “That’s just you.”

			“No, it’s not,” Harlan said, breaking through the by-­play he despised and repeatedly insisted should have no role in an undercover operation, boring shit that he was. “Are we clear to move?”

			Ford spared the downed man one more glance. “I was ready twenty minutes ago.”

			“Right.” Harlan exhaled. “We need eyes and ears in that building. It’s the only way to know if Ford’s instincts are misfiring.”

			Ford shot West a let’s-­kick-­ass grin. “While I’m playing with tech toys, you stand guard and shoot anyone who gets near me.” Which Ford viewed as the more interesting part of the operation.

			Sneaking in, planting devices, all while ducking gunfire and nosy neighbors, required someone with the patience to sit and not move for hours, if needed. Not Ford’s usual thing, but even less so for West. His specialty was killing, so Ford got stuck with the boring role this time around.

			“Negative on the shooting.” Harlan’s accent sounded sharper now. A little less refined university and more like the MI6 asshole willing to do anything to finish the job and sacrifice anyone in the process.

			Looked to Ford like Harlan continued to forget the usual MI6 and CIA rules didn’t bind Alliance. They operated off the grid and without any of the usual restrictions of the intelligence agencies.

			“Boss man has no sense of humor.” West made the comment, which made it even funnier since the guy ran low on the amusement gene.

			“Fucking Brits.” Ford calculated he’d made that comment at least ten times a day since throwing in with Alliance. Almost hourly when dealing with Harlan.

			“We need an in and out. No footprints,” Harlan said, ignoring the open talk about him.

			“This whole op is going sideways on us.” Ford thought he should point that out, if only to be able to say “I told you so” later, when the time came, and it would. He’d bet the nineteen hundred dollars in his cover ID’s bank account on that.

			“No firepower,” Harlan said at the same time.

			Fuck that. “Screw you, Ross. If someone shoots at me, I’m shooting back.”

			Several voices filled the line but Harlan talked over all of them. “Nullify targets as final solution only.”

			Ford nodded. “Dad has spoken. Move in.”

			Crouched and jogging as they fanned out, Ford increased his distance from West as they moved in on the target. The noises of the night fell around them. The whisper of the wind through the long grass and the scurry of animals provided background noise, but Ford focused on the house at the bottom of the small hill. A Georgian-­style brick residence you’d find wherever rich ­people live. Windows in the back and only a few lights on upstairs.

			It was totally wrong as a potential terrorist’s hideaway. Too out in the open. Not secure or easily guarded.

			The shadow he’d been concentrating on moved, and Ford raised his fist. West, a perfectly trained Marine killing machine, stopped in mid-­step, and Ford didn’t hesitate to confirm. “We’ve got a body at the back door.”

			“Copy.” Harlan’s voice stayed steady. Cool and unruffled, as if this amounted to nothing more than a practice exercise. “Hold.”

			“Easy for him to say.” West stepped closer as he and Ford eased down, balancing on the balls of their feet.

			“That’s a negative on heat signatures,” Harlan said.

			Ford saw West mouth What the fuck and silently agreed. “Then your equipment is malfunctioning because I’m looking right at the guy. What are you seeing on your end?”

			Shuffling and orders to the tech team came first, then, “We’ve lost contact with your cam. Switching to CCTV as backup.”

			Britain’s notorious closed-­circuit television surveillance. Reports set the number of cameras across the country at more than four million. Relying on the system rather than Alliance’s internal intel kicked the ticking at the back of Ford’s neck up to a constant banging.

			“What the fuck?” West didn’t bother to mouth it that time.

			“I’ve got a bad feeling.” An understatement, but since they were basically pinned down in the middle of a field without cover and no eyes up above, Ford decided downplaying was the answer. He’d launch into yelling and hitting later. “We’re a go on this end,” he said. Sitting there made him antsy. “We’ve got one hostile at the door and a shadow on the second floor, far right window.”

			Harlan exhaled then started again. “We’re not seeing any of it.”

			“Then your satellite is aimed at the wrong town.” This is why Ford didn’t believe in relying on all the tech shit. Equipment went bad and malfunctioned. Sometimes the humans working it failed or fell down. The only truly reliable intel came from what he could see and what he heard from ­people he trusted, and there were very few of those.

			“Hold,” Harlan shot back.

			Enough of this shit. “We’re circling to the side for a better look.”

			Ford didn’t wait for the go signal or approval. He took off and motioned for West to follow.

			At sixty meters they dropped lower and cut off communication. Voices would carry in the open space. One breeze blowing in the right direction and the guy outside could pick up the wrong sound and the dark sky would light up with gunfire.

			Not the plan.

			Just as they swung out wide to the right side of the house, the guy guarding the back door shifted. After a telltale touch to his ear, he left his position. Two steps and he abandoned the steps and stood under the window. And he kept going.

			Ford knew from the schematics and photos that a parking lot and three-­stall garage sat in that direction. It meant cars and a possible getaway, and he was not in the mood for a chase across the countryside. “Hostile heading left from our current position.”

			“Stand down.” Harlan didn’t leave a lot of room for improvisation with that response.

			Right or wrong, the waiting ticked Ford off. “Damn it.”

			West’s response was more measured, as he kept his assault rifle aimed on the guy. “Follow?”

			“Negative.” Anger edged into Harlan’s voice. “Position? We’re still not seeing what you’re seeing.”

			“Closed in to twenty and—­”

			Ford’s breath jammed in his throat as the night turned deathly still. A wall of heat slammed into his chest a second later and his ears popped. A series of concussive booms thundered around him as an invisible wave pushed his body up and back, kicking him off his feet.

			Noises, unidentifiable at first, roared to life around him. His gun dropped from his hand before he could tighten his grip, and his body shot up then careened toward the grass, ass first. His bones rattled as gravity won out and he came to a sudden stop with his head slamming against the wet ground. For a second, light blinked out. Thoughts, fragments, spun through his mind but he couldn’t grab onto anything.

			He couldn’t tell if the strange blankness lasted ten seconds or ten minutes before his brain rebooted. When he opened his eyes again it took several attempts before he could focus. The automatic off switch on the goggles prevented flash blindness, but the burning smell choked him as much as the dark smoke rolling through the once clean air.

			Flames danced, filling the sky. He heard the telltale whoosh. The cracking and slamming that echoed as walls fell and fire engulfed buildings. Ignoring the ache in his shoulder and twisting in his lower back, Ford rolled to his side, scanning the area for signs of life. For West.

			The shouting in his ear registered as he spied West struggling to balance his upper body on his elbows. Ford tried to call out but his voice didn’t register above the din.

			“Report.” Harlan’s yelling and the rumble of noise in the background on the com wiped out the sounds of the raging fire. “Ford!”

			“We’re here.” Sirens wailed in the distance and lights flickered on all around the area. ­People stood in huddled, hugging groups. A few brave souls tried to rush into the crumbling hull of what only seconds ago had been a grand house, only to get beaten back by flames licking through the structure. The fire spread fast and wild, overcoming the houses on either side, which now burned with abandon.

			West shook his head. “What the hell?”

			“Not just a fire. It was an explosion.” Ford expected a fuck-­up but this exceeded any anticipated problem. There would be bodies. Innocents caught in the cross fire. Questions it would take meticulous piecing together to answer.

			And then someone would need to explain why their intel was so piss poor and who warned the bad guys they were coming.

			“Target and other buildings on fire,” West filled in as he turned over and shuffled on his elbows in the grass, to drop next to Ford.

			The com went silent. No background noise. Not even a hint of Harlan’s usual Brit bullshit. Ford was on the verge of demanding new orders when Harlan broke in again. “Transport at RAF Mildenhall. Rendezvous back here at the Warehouse in forty-­eight hours. Cutting communication.”

			Then nothing. Even the subtle hum of the mic in Ford’s ear cut off.

			West sat up but kept his body low as they blended into the smoke-­filled night. “We could just go to the London field office.”

			Alliance stayed mobile but did have set offices, one of which was nearby on the Thames. An imposing white and blue building, referred to as Legoland, housed the British secret intelligence, and deep inside sat a nerve center used by Alliance. From there, they had the ability to spring into action when international security threats popped up around the world.

			But this order adhered to protocol. No matter where they were, operatives reported back to the Warehouse rather than remain in the field when an assignment blew up. The brief time delay from disaster to meet-­up allowed for separation between the ­people in charge and the ­people who risked everything—­them.

			Ford knew the drill. Drop IDs, hide weapons and evidence, pick up alternative travel documents. If someone meant to terminate him, it would happen now and headquarters could maintain deniability. “This is a full field op fuck-­up.”

			West swore under his breath. “And we’ll be blamed.”

			History suggested yes. “We need to get back before Harlan hangs this around our necks.”

			West took off his knit hat and shoved it in one of the utility pockets of his pants. “Fucking Brits.”

			About time someone agreed. “That’s what I’ve been saying.”

		

	
		
			 

			2

			SHAY ALEXANDER heard the dueling sounds of off-­key humming and a blaring radio as she entered her first floor condo. Closing the door shut out the traffic noise and mumble of conversation from ­people walking by on the sidewalk, but the bad singing remained.

			Town houses and stately old homes converted to apartments and condos lined this street in the Dupont Circle area of DC. The Metro sat a few blocks away, and the prime real estate location kept the prices high, which was good since she managed the building and two others for her uncle. She lived alone in the Beaux Arts–style place that had served as a home to one family in the forties and had since been divided into a twenty unit complex.

			Her small one-­bedroom came with the job. The perfect size for a single person, but she’d been fitting two of them in quite nicely on and off for the last three weeks. Which brought her mind back to the not-­really-­singing thing happening at the back of her condo.

			The deep male voice lured her through the family room to the kitchen that ran along the side of the old building. From the doorway she noticed half of the contents of the navy toolbox lay scattered over her tile floor. A can of soda and open bag of chips sat on the edge of the sink. She didn’t know where the snacks came from because buying chips inevitably resulted in her hoovering the bag in one sitting, so she never stepped one foot into that aisle in the grocery store. That was as far as her chip self-­control extended.

			The radio, set to deafening, sat on the small table pressed up against the opposite wall. She spied the sneakers next and tiptoed, careful not to tramp down too hard with her boots. There was no need to give away her position. Not when she could steal a moment of looking at him.

			Legs, long and lean, stuck out from under her sink. A sliver of bare trim waist peeked out from the space where his faded jeans and the bottom of what looked like a T-­shirt should meet. The unexpected sight of a guy on the floor might scare another woman, but not her. Not those legs and surely not the impressive male body attached to them.

			She winced over a particularly rough note and reached over to turn the radio down. The chips were right there, so she grabbed one. Then two.

			“You’re back,” she said, munching over the salt and fat frenzy in her mouth.

			Tools clanked and something thudded. An impressive string of profanity came next. “Shay?”

			“Who else?” She still hadn’t seen that hot face, with the dark scruff around his chin and those intense green eyes. The guy was of the pure Tall, Dark, and Oh-­So-­Hot variety. She hated to admit she could stare at him for long periods of time. Look, and totally miss whatever he said.

			After rubbing the salt from her fingertips on her jeans, she crouched down, balancing on the balls of her feet, and tried to get a peek at his T-­shirt of the day. The graphics ranged from ridiculous to innuendo-­filled. None could be classified as appropriate for outside the home. She had no idea where he got them, but she sure enjoyed the ongoing show.

			“Hey.” He lifted his head and clunked it off the side of a pipe. “Shit.”

			“Smooth.”

			He rubbed his temple. “I’m seeing two of you right now.”

			The scruff was thicker than usual, and wasn’t that the sexiest thing ever. “You deserved that.”

			“Hey, I’m fixing your leak.” He slid out. The move rolled his shirt up his torso and showed off skin . . . and muscles . . . Yeah, forget the T-­shirt.

			Minor handyman tasks fit in with her job description, but ever since he moved into the two-­bedroom across the hall, he’d volunteered to help out. He worked as an IT specialist, handling computer systems for large companies and always on call. But, man, he looked good with a wrench in his hand. She liked him best bare-­chested and fixing something.

			His smile reeled her in, but she pretended to be immune, or at least a little in control. “You’re a plumber now?”

			“Want to see my tools?”

			The eyebrow wiggle almost did her in. “Wow, that was terrible.”

			“Yeah, sorry about that.” With one hand wrapped around the lip of the sink, he pulled his body up and stood, stopping only for a quick kiss on her mouth. He extended a hand and brought her up beside him before her mind could take in every amazing inch of his six-­foot frame. “It was the only line I could think of after a few hours of restless plane sleep and armrest wrangling with the guy in 15B. Give me a few minutes and my moves will catch up to the time zone jumps.”

			He traveled all the time. In and out, always grabbing a duffel bag and heading off to fix some emergency. Sometimes texting her at one in the morning to announce he’d gotten back, then knocking on her door to come in for a visit. He’d moved in three weeks ago. The sex started about two days after that.

			The relationship—­or whatever it was—­ran on fast forward from the first day. She’d seen his T-­shirt with the piglet playing poker on it, and for some reason her control nosedived. Never mind that it was then October and cold and any sane person would wear a jacket or at least a sweater. He claimed DC was the South and warm. She guessed that meant he grew up in the Midwest or Vermont or, hell, even Canada. Somewhere cold. Not that he’d shared any part of his past with her . . . yet. His body, yes. The basic information, no.

			She pushed the nagging thought out of her head and ran a finger over the prickly scruff on his chin. “How was the conference?”

			“Long and tedious.”

			“I imagined you hanging out in a bar talking computer code over beers.”

			He snorted. “More like security measures. Firewalls and rotating IPs.”

			With that, her already limited interest in the subject of computer tech fizzled out. Him putting his hands on her waist didn’t help her focus one bit. She ran her hand over his shirt and smoothed it down over his torso. Today’s version featured a cigar-­smoking rat.

			Of course it did.

			“That is something else.” The graphic, the abs . . . the comment worked for both.

			He backed her up until her backside balanced against the counter. “Yeah, I’ve been subjected to some pretty boring lectures and bad conference chicken.”

			She kicked the wrench rocking under her heel to the side and lifted her arms to circle his neck. “You poor thing.”

			“And my bed was very cold.” He shook his head, even pouted, as he delivered the statement in his most pathetic poor-­me tone.

			“Are you looking for pity?” She slipped her hand into his hair, as she always did. Something about the length, as if he were growing out a military cut, appealed to her as she wove the softness through her fingers.

			His eyebrow lifted. “If that would work.”

			“You’re getting there.”

			She’d been so sure he was former Army—­or something—­and asked him about it the first week. Nothing in his renter’s agreement talked about military ser­vice, but she got the vibe. Ser­vice members moved in and out of DC all the time. She got the routine, and recognized the straight stance and assured conversation. And he had the confident walk and toned body down.

			He’d listened to her assessment and laughed it off, insisting his smartass ways would have gotten him kicked out on the first day. She pretty much agreed with that.

			“I’m willing to do almost anything to lure you into bed,” he said in a heated voice.

			“Interesting.” And more than a little tempting. After all, he was an expert with that tongue, and not just for talking.

			He pulled her in closer, wrapping her in his arms and pressing his chest against hers. “Next time we’ll have to schedule in some phone-­sex time while I’m gone. Imagine me ordering you to touch yourself. Pretty damn hot.”

			Her heart did a little jig at the thought. Saying “next time” meant whatever they had wasn’t going away. For now, knowing that but little else was enough. Soon she’d need more. “You gotta tone down this sweet-­talking or it will go to my head.”

			Before she could laugh, he lowered his head and treated her to a welcome home kiss that had her wanting to tie him in a chair to keep from leaving again. Hot and firm, he took control and dragged her under. His hands rubbed up and down her back as his mouth crossed over hers. When that sweet tongue slipped inside and met with hers, she dug her fingernails into his shirt. Almost bit through the cotton to hit skin.

			He pulled back just far enough to stare down at her. The room spun and she held onto his shoulders to keep from falling down as babble filled her brain. “What?”

			“I can spit-­shine my lines until they’re clever but we both know you’re the gatekeeper.”

			She wasn’t exactly sure what he was talking about but she liked the sound of it. “Damn right.”

			“And I am your sex slave.” His voice dipped low until it skidded across her senses.

			She clenched her fingers even tighter against his shoulders. Had to clear her throat a few times before finally spitting out a word. “Nice.”

			Those strong hands slipped down her back to land on her ass. “The green light is totally in your control.”

			His touch had her stretching up on the tips of her toes to brush her lower body against his. Not her most subtle move but then nothing about them being together was. They’d shifted from simmering to raging heat from the beginning. Skipped right over the get-­to-­know-­you phase on the way to the bedroom.

			She knew about his job and tried to keep a handle on his erratic schedule. His renter’s application included his social security number, which led to his impressive credit score and the glowing report from his last landlord in Virginia. The rest remained a mystery . . . except for the information she found in a few hundred Internet searches trying to make sure he wasn’t a wanted serial killer. Or married.

			A woman had to be smart about these things. She refused to feel guilty about the dating recon after hearing one horror story too many from her friends. A guy with a hidden wife and an anger complex here. A guy who liked to wear women’s bikini underwear over there. Then there were the looking-­for-­money types. Yeah, no thank you.

			Playing coy wasn’t her thing, and the attraction between them that sparked on the initial walk through the condo had burst into full flame by the time she handed over the keys. He’d asked her out a few weeks after. She refused. Two days later he brought pizza over and they’d been seeing each other ever since.

			Seeing as in sex. Lots of sex. The guy might work with computers but he knew his way around a woman’s body. Hands, tongue, mouth . . . lord.

			After a rocky last relationship, the physical play with him and limited dating contact due to his work schedule appealed to her. It didn’t matter that the need to know more about him kept picking at her. She’d vowed to turn off her preference for being prepared for anything and just let things unfold without trying to steer them.

			In that spirit: “I thought you were blowing out my pipes.”

			He chucked in the middle of nibbling on her ear. The sound was so rich and deep, so sexy it hit with the force of a superpower. “I would love to do that, yes.”

			She felt his arms around her waist with hands caressing her ass and the back of her thighs through her jeans. The dual blast of touching and closeness had her breath stuttering in her chest. She inhaled and caught his scent, the same hint of black pepper she associated with his soap.

			Unable to resist his face and that firm chin, she smoothed her fingertip around his mouth, letting the stubble of hair tickle her skin. “You should be resting from your boring conference and long flight.”

			“That is not what I had in mind when I came over here.”

			“My pipes, right?” She’d given him a key and the alarm code before he left on his latest trip. He’d been in and out working on the steps to the front door of the building. The argument about needing to get to the supply closet without tracking her down proved compelling. And the idea of him spending his first few hours back in DC fixing the plumbing problem she mentioned on his way out was just about the sexiest damn thing ever.

			“Do your pipes need blowing?” He kept a straight face.

			She had no idea how. “You make everything sound dirty.”

			“Give me ten minutes and I’ll show you how dirty I can be.”

			There it was, the flirty talk that drove her doubts away and had her handing over keys even though a little voice inside her head told her to be more careful. But there was no need to fight it. She didn’t plan to make him wait or work for it. Those days were behind them, and they had passed fast.

			That left only one thing. “I have two words for you.”

			One of his eyebrows lifted. “Which are?”

			She leaned in until her mouth hovered over his. “Green light.”

			He pulled back as his gaze searched hers. “You sure?”

			Since she’d been giving him the go sign pretty much from the beginning and he’d been speeding ahead with her, his hesitation now struck her as odd. But those knowing hands skimming along her sides let her know he was ready when she was.

			The answer was now.

			“Are you playing hard to get for, like, the first time ever since I’ve known you?” She pulled him in tighter, rubbing her body against his until his mouth dropped open and a sharp exhale escaped.

			His hands clenched against her sides for the briefest of seconds then relaxed again. “Never.”

			“You know . . .” She kissed her way down his throat to that delicious spot just above his collarbone. “I think there’s something in the bedroom that needs your attention.”

			His fingers went to the button at the top of her jeans, then the screech of her zipper filled the room. Her mouth covered his just as his fingers slipped inside her underwear. Down and over her. Into her.

			She held the back of his neck as her mouth slipped over his again and again. The counter dug into her lower back as his body rocked against hers. None of that mattered. Just his heat and those fingers and his warm breath brushing against her.

			When he lifted his head again, he was on the verge of a full-­fledged pant. Balancing his forehead against hers, he went to work on the white buttons of her oxford shirt. “What do you need in your bedroom?”

			“Just you, Ford Decker.”
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			AS DIRECTED, exactly forty-­eight hours later, after landing back in the U.S., Ford and West stepped through the doors of the National Counterterrorism Center in Mclean, Virginia. They passed through security check-­ins and gates and an array of retinal scanners and other means of identifying the cleared humans from potential threats inside the massive facility known as Liberty Crossing.

			They walked across the operations floor, consisting of analysts sitting at desks scattered around a high-­tech space. Steps led to a balcony packed with more desks, where the watch officers and higher-­ups sat. A central twenty-­foot monitor hung off the main wall with slightly smaller ones to each side. Everywhere Ford looked he saw a computer screen and watchful eyes staring back at him.

			He didn’t fault the questioning looks. Not wearing a suit was only one way in which he stuck out around here. These ­people were trained intelligence officers with a wealth of experience. They didn’t joke around and wouldn’t hesitate to hit the panic button or reach for a weapon if he got too close.

			Paranoia qualified as a necessary personality trait in undercover work. The locked-­down facility included both the counterterrorism center and the headquarters for the Director of National Intelligence. That meant, in theory, all intelligence operations across numerous U.S. government agencies contributed to what happened inside these walls, and it all passed directly from here to the President. One wrong step in this building guaranteed being taken down by armed guards dressed in black who shot first and only checked badges on the fallen bodies after.

			So Ford and West did what they always did. They kept walking, ignoring the stares and not saying a word, until they reached the private area at the far side of the room. Several more rounds of security, including a fingerprint reader and body scanner, and they entered the steel-­walled elevator that took them underground and into the official Alliance headquarters. The room where the tech folks and administrative types sat. Not Ford and his team.

			When in town, Bravo and Delta teams ran out of the Warehouse, a building on the Liberty Crossing grounds that housed the important things like a shooting range and gym. These offices and the conference rooms and all that by-­the-­rules crap struck Ford as unnecessary to Alliance’s very simple directive—­get the job done, no matter the cost and body count.

			He’d left the CIA to escape all the intelligence-­gathering, overseas-­only restrictions and all they’d cost him on his last assignment. If a bad guy landed in Kansas, Ford refused to turn the job over to local law enforcement or the FBI, which is why Alliance and it’s “do anything to get the job done” charter appealed to him.

			In this job, the ­people at the top watched but didn’t interfere. They let Harlan and Ward Bennett, the CIA’s chosen command counterpart to Harlan’s MI6 supervisor position in Alliance, run the show. In return, the U.S. and UK got an expert kill squad not bound by the restrictions in either country or by international law, and complete deniability about its work outside of the Warehouse’s walls. Even the two thousand employees working in Liberty Crossing above and loaded down with security clearances didn’t know exactly what happened out in the Warehouse or what Alliance did with the intel the analysts uncovered.

			It all sounded good, but right now, in practice, Ford thought it amounted to a load of shit. He signed on to stop terrorist attacks before they launched or expanded operations. That required top tier information. So far on this assignment they’d had anything but.

			Nearly being incinerated would have been bad enough, but he’d messed up. Jumped the gun and tied up his work life and his personal life against orders. Just thinking about Shay sent his mind spinning. Lying to her, having the type of mind-­blowing sex that had him squirming in his seat on the plane ride back home from thinking about it. She represented everything normal and safe and honest . . . and he was fucking her in every way possible.

			He thought his time as a CIA field operative had sucked. He’d reached a new level of suck shoveling over the last few days.

			Harlan greeted them as they entered, all tall and thin and British. He wore a permanent frown and at forty-­three his hair started to show more gray than black. Likely it had something to do with dedicating his entire adult life to black ops. He’d infiltrated the IRA and spent years on an assignment with French intelligence in Rwanda before moving into administration and agreeing to set up Alliance. Those bright blue eyes were always watching.

			Right or not, Ford traced the Hampstead failure right back to Harlan.

			Ford stopped right in front of his makeshift boss and asked the only thing that mattered. “How many are dead?”

			“Seven. Two guards and five from the neighborhood. The guy you took down ran and got lost in the neighborhood.”

			“So, an excellent operation the whole way around.” Loss of life and they got nothing. That pissed Ford off more than anything else.

			Harlan’s gaze didn’t shift. He never broke eye contact. “We’ve talked about your choice of clothing before. A bit much, isn’t it?”

			Ford knew the long-­sleeve tee with the beer advertisement pushed the informal code, but he didn’t care. His nerves ran right on the edge and he wanted answers, not lectures. “I don’t wear a uniform.”

			“I’m done arguing about this.” Harlan turned and walked deeper into the room. He stopped at the conference table, on the opposite end from Ward, with files stacked in haphazard piles between them.

			Monitors lined the walls. The only other ­people in the room were the tech specialists, who rarely saw field action. They sat and typed and collated and did a whole bunch of crap Ford knew was important but had no hand in.

			Additional screens on the desks on either side of the long table displayed a constant flash of images. One set showed the building’s internal and external security images, covering thousands of square feet. The other set ran news programs from around the world.

			Ford had no idea what the two monitors with lines of computer code referenced. He might play an IT specialist on the current job but he sure as hell wasn’t one.

			As he pulled out the closest chair and watched West circle the table to sit across from him, Ford focused on all the gadgets that had failed them so far. Monitors filled with information. Folders stacked in front of them. None of that had warned of an explosion.

			Harlan used a remote control to change the images on the main monitor. Live footage of a forensics crew sorting through the fire rubble in Hampstead held the prominent position. In daylight the situation looked far worse than the nighttime version. Scorched land and blown out husks of buildings. Ford could almost smell the smoke.

			“Our clean-­up crews moved in first,” Ward said.

			Ford didn’t want to know how that happened but he imagined searchlights and fake police personnel played roles. “Any chance we found the guy who is supposed to be fronting this toxin auction?”

			Ward exhaled. “Not yet.”

			“He wasn’t there.” West fiddled with the edge of the file in front of him, opening the cover then shutting it again without reading.

			“Let’s stay focused.” Ward put a hand on the folder and dragged it closer to him. “We don’t know that yet.”

			“Do we know anything for sure other than some pissant piece of garbage walked out of a secure US government facility with a vial of deadly shit and disappeared?” The news hadn’t leaked, and as the days ticked by the chances increased. Ford knew from experience these things had a way of getting out even with the tightest net thrown around them. ­People panicked. They talked. Then his job went from impossible to whatever crap storm came after that.

			“Admittedly, we had an intelligence failure.”

			Ford didn’t wait for Harlan to come up with a second sentence. “No shit.”

			“That’s enough of that.” Ward used his remote to bring up all the data they had on Trent Creighton, the young scientist who went missing along with the toxin. Photos of him and his apartment filled the screen. His passport and security clearance documents. “We’re tracking every piece of paper Trent ever signed or even read and trying to tie him to this supposed auction that’s scheduled for less than two weeks from now.”

			“That’s fine,” Ford said, “but West and I were five steps away from having our memories reduced to stars on the wall at Langley.” He lounged back in the leather chair even though he felt anything but relaxed.

			Ward kept clicking through photos. “You don’t technically work for the CIA anymore, so your heirs shouldn’t count on a star ceremony.”

			Talk about not getting the hint. “Is that the point?”

			Ward slammed the remote on the table hard enough to crack the plastic. “I’m trying to get you to calm the fuck down.”

			If Ward wanted a fight, Ford would give him one. They’d worked together for years. Stormed into situations where the chance of survival hovered around five percent, yet they walked out again. Ward understood the dangers in the field, how a situation could turn in a second and bodies would stop dropping. He sat behind a desk now, but Ford knew deep down that wouldn’t make a difference.

			“This isn’t working,” he said.

			“What is the ‘this’ in your sentence?” But the do-­not-­cross-­this-­line scowl on Ward’s face suggested he knew.

			“Alliance. Joint resources. You billed this whole team-­up as a way to ensure that bullshit like two days ago never happened.” It was why Ford had transferred over from the CIA rather than just leaving the ser­vice as planned. That and because the CIA didn’t want him anymore. He considered it a mutual breakup but he wasn’t sure his old bosses did.

			Truth was, the bad guys were winning the ground game. They combined forces and communicated through back channels. They traveled on faked documents and didn’t play by any rules. The number of killings mattered most to them—­the more the better, and the bigger the destruction the greater the reward. Collateral damage didn’t bother them because they refused to see anyone as innocent.

			The fight had become so stacked against those trying to prevent disaster that Ford now measured successes in terms of the bodies left standing. Blood stained his hands and deaths weighed on his shoulders. He’d watched good men fall and stood there while others disappeared.

			His final CIA operation left him hollow and raw and he’d wanted to step away. Needed the fresh air and days free from confronting piles of bodies on a daily basis. But Ward had made promises. Talked about cooperation and resources that could finally pinpoint the madness and crush it before it grew. Ford threw in.

			Alliance trained together for three months. Since then, Bravo and Delta teams conducted raids and recovered kidnapping victims and weapons. Stopped attacks and eliminated targets. The usual ops for a group getting its footing and finding a rhythm.

			But in this thing with Trent Creighton, the danger magnified as the minutes passed. This guy, little more than a kid, developed GB-­19, an odorless gas, a more lethal version of its cousin, sarin. No treatment, and too easy to weaponize and disperse with a guarantee of large-­scale annihilation.

			“Hey, man.” Josiah King, leader of Delta team, walked in and nodded in Ward’s direction. Dumping his keys on the table, Josiah shook Ford’s hand before dropping into the seat next to him.

			“The one Brit I trust,” Ford said.

			Josiah possessed a clean-­cut look in his khakis and buttoned-­down shirt and had a connected father. Ford liked his counterpart anyway. They worked together without battling for control. On the very first op, Josiah stepped up, ready to sacrifice his life for the team, and proved he’d earned his leadership position with his tactical abilities and expert shot, not from a nasty case of nepotism.

			Ford earned his position as Bravo team leader the hard way—­by working his ass off. He’d known Ward since their time at the Farm, the CIA training facility where they learned everything from paramilitary tactics to flying a helicopter. Ward was two years older and just crossed over the magic over-­thirty-­five line. He’d settled into a desk job. Ford would rather be dead.

			“Can we get back to work?” Harlan asked.

			“Maybe we could call in a contact in Mossad.” Ford had more than one of those. This job was about forming relationships with the right ­people. Knowing who to trust and when to pull back. He wasn’t the smartest guy in the room, but he had those skills down.

			Harlan frowned “Why?”

			“Since Brit intel sucks so bad, I thought we could try another country.”

			Everyone waited, except Ward, who shoved a stack of files to the side and leaned forward to eye up Ford. “You’re not funny.”

			“I’m not kidding.” Ford tapped a stray pen against the glass overlay on the table. A steady click, click, click that beat in time with the ticking of the nerve at the back of his neck. “I’m willing to try the French.”

			“We could go with GIA,” West suggested.

			Ward swore under his breath, something he did often enough to consider it his trademark move. “Don’t help him.”

			“What country is that?” Ford asked at the same time.

			“General Intelligence Agency.” West closed one eye and stared at the ceiling as if he were trying to remember even though he clearly knew. “Mongolia.”

			“How do you even remember that?” Josiah shook his head as he laughed. “Have you been studying again?”

			“Give him credit.” Ford spun his pen across the table, and West stopped it with the slap of his hand, which only impressed Ford more. “Nice drop, man.”

			“Are you all done?” An unexpected smack had them looking to one end of the table. Harlan held part of his remote control in his hand. Two other pieces lay on the table where he’d banged the device. He fidgeted, trying to get the back cover on again but finally dropped it all and folded his arms in front of him. “If so, let’s get back to operational details, shall we?”

			Ford stopped whatever the other man was going to say by launching into a heavy dose of truth. “This was a rope-­a-­dope, a sting . . . hell, a suicide mission. Call it whatever you want. Point is, we got played. Shitty intel brought us in, the tech went bad and the sky lit up.”

			“Poetic,” Josiah said.

			“Yeah, well. You weren’t almost toast.” Ford still couldn’t come down. The adrenaline coursed through him.

			He’d meant to land, debrief, and stay away from ­people until he cooled off. Instead his brain turned off and took his common sense with it. Despite every silent promise he’d made during the long flight, he headed for Shay’s condo and worked off some excess energy having sex. But not enough.

			“Which is why we need everyone on this.” Ward glanced over at the tech table. “I want Bravo and Delta to muster within forty minutes.”

			Ford swore under his breath. “More bodies aren’t going to save this op.”

			“We need intel on this supposed auction and to locate Trent Creighton now, before he sells or loses or unleashes, or whatever the hell he plans to do with his new toy.” More photos flashed on the screen as Ward scrolled through Trent’s last known contacts and the contents of his apartment and work space.

			“Have we figured out how he got the GB-­19 out of the government facility in the first place?” They were missing something. Something obvious. The pieces clicked together in Ford’s head, and he said them as he thought them. “Employees are searched when leaving, yet this kid smuggles a deadly toxin into the open and fucking disappears with it? No way.”

			“No one knows.” Harlan flipped the pages in front of him. “Creighton is supposed to be a novice.”

			Ford didn’t buy that either. “Doesn’t seem like it.”

			Young and socially awkward, but Trent had made all the rights moves so far. He stayed under and cut contact, making the fear that he was a true believer in whatever cause he planned to use GB-­19 to support a real possibility.

			That was the danger. Greed, bribery—­those were easy to combat. Martyrs to the cause couldn’t be reasoned with or turned. The only answer was a bullet, and Ford didn’t relish the idea of killing Trent Creighton . . . for many reasons.

			“Ford is right.” Josiah folded his hands together then stopped and did it again. The cycle kept repeating.

			“I’ll be the one to say it,” Ford said. “Trent’s getting help.”

			“We’ve got eyes on the father and cousin.” Ward clicked a button and two more photos flashed up on the screen.

			The faces blurred. Ford rubbed his eyes to focus on the problem at hand instead of the woman on the screen whose face he knew all too well. He’d handle that personal disaster later. “That’s not the kind of assistance I meant. A few drops of
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