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NOVEMBER

 

Airman.

 

Hacker.

 

Mercenary.

 

Hacking one of the government’s top agencies was my first mistake. My second was thinking they wouldn’t find me. Nineteen hours later, five armed men kicked down my door.

 

They gave me a choice—prison or recruitment.

 

The Air Force took me in and trained me to be the best Cyberspace Operations Officer they’d ever had. Being the gatekeeper for the military’s strategic operations was an honor, but it put a target on my back. I never traveled without security—until I made my third mistake.

 

Twenty-two hours later, covered in blood and barely able to stand after events I wasn’t at liberty to discuss, I erased my past, changed my identity, and went off the grid. Then I joined Alpha Elite Security. I was invisible…until she saw me.

 

Code name: November.

Mission: Disengage.

 

 

NOVEMBER is a standalone book in the exciting Alpha Elite Series by USA Today Bestselling author, Sybil Bartel. Come meet Nathan “November” Rhys and the dominant, alpha heroes who work for AES!
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For my only child, my beloved son, Oliver.

You were my greatest gift. The world was a better place with you in it.

Everything in my life was better because of you.

Thank you for teaching me unconditional love, perseverance, and compassion.

You are and will always be my entire world.

I love you, Sweet Boy, and I miss you beyond measure.

 

Oliver Shane Bartel 2004-2020
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For my readers, thank you for all of your love and support.

Gratefully yours, XOXO
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Four Years Ago
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The Hunter

Headquarters Air Force, the Pentagon.

Arlington, VA

 

Deputy Commander Bradley looked over my shoulder at my monitors. “You find them yet?”

Switching screens, I lied. “No, sir.”

“Keep looking. They were heading somewhere when they left Havana Bay on that boat three months ago. At this point, get the Coast Guard involved if you have to. They’ve been off our radar too damn long, and Cuba is the closest they’ve come to U.S. soil. I don’t like the optics on this one, and I sure as hell don’t want it coming to a head under my command. The sooner we zero in on them, the better.”

“Yes, sir.”

He glanced at his watch. “I’m stepping out. Unless they land on our banks or the situation escalates, debrief tomorrow at oh seven hundred. When Perkins comes in, download everything you chased today and let him know we’ve got a change in mission status that came down at sixteen hundred hours.”

“Copy, sir.”

The Deputy Commander lowered his voice. “We’ve got a lot of brainpower in this room, but you’re the best I’ve got. Find those Russian cyber terrorists. They need to be eliminated.”

“And the female, sir?”

“I don’t care if she’s the brainchild of their operation or collateral damage. Once we get a lock on their location, we have our orders.”

My jaw ticked. “With all due respect, sir, she could be a source of intel.”

“If POTUS wanted profilers, he would’ve called the FBI. This is U.S. Cyber Command. We’re not fucking babysitters.”

“Sir—”

“Mission stands. Lock-in and eliminate. We’ve already traced all known associates, and these four men are the nucleus of their cell. Our job isn’t to detain. Once we find them, we send in a drone. If we can’t narrow the field, or there’s risk of U.S. civilian collateral, then we know who to call.”

“Understood, sir.”

“You better. We’re disabling this threat. You have your orders.” The Deputy Commander leveled me with a warning look. Then he strode out of the command center.

Toggling back to the screen I was on when the Deputy Commander had walked up, I stared at the lines of code I’d found with two hidden words embedded in them. Two words I hadn’t seen together since I was eighteen years old, but ones that had come up three months ago. I read them again.

Check mate.

Thirteen years ago, those same two words, embedded deep within code, had spurred me to hit the final keystroke and breach the NSA’s firewall. Nineteen hours later, five armed men kicked down my door and I was given a choice. Jail or the Air Force. I chose the latter, and the hacker with the two-word signature had dropped off the radar.

Until three months ago.

I’d discovered the signature the day I found the terrorist cell in Cuba. The same day the four armed terrorists boarded a forty-six-foot, 1975 Bertram sport fishing boat named the Nalleli Rose in Cuba.

The day I first saw her.

Pulling up her image, I stared.

Black hair, teal-blue eyes, she was beautiful.

She was also young.

Too young.

Thirteen years ago, she couldn’t have been the hacker leaving me a two-word taunt. She wouldn’t have been much older than a child, and the profile didn’t fit. Same as the profiles of the four men who were the tip of the terrorist cell didn’t fit. They wouldn’t leave a signature flagging their location.

But Check Mate would.

It was the same MO as thirteen years ago.

Staring at the young woman, I allowed myself two more seconds to take in every inch of her. I knew she wasn’t anything more than a pawn in this terrorist cell’s operations. I knew it when I watched the four men board her boat, but I couldn’t put together what the connection to Check Mate was. As of sixteen hundred hours today, it no longer mattered. She was caught up in the storm, and her situation had just become critical.

Taking in her unusual eyes one more time, I deleted her image and wiped all trace of my digital footprint today as well as the code with Check Mate’s signature. Then I hacked the security cams for a private airfield I’d gotten a hit on earlier and double-checked the footage before rerunning the parameters through traffic cams one more time.

I found the same thing I’d found an hour ago.

The four known terrorists and one unidentified female with unusual eyes landed on U.S. soil fourteen hours ago when they moored the Nalleli Rose at a residential dock in Key Largo, Florida. Then an SUV left that same residence in Key Largo and drove to a private airstrip in Cedar Key, Florida. A Cessna took off from that airstrip and flew to a small airport outside Louisville, Kentucky. Ten minutes after the Cessna landed, a Pilatus PC-12 turboprop charter left the Kentucky airport. Seventy-two minutes ago, that same turboprop charter landed afterhours at Tipton Airport in Fort Meade, Maryland, where the pilot signed the registration log without adding passengers, refueled, and took off again.

But a prearranged rental vehicle was waiting at Tipton.

Hacking the rental company’s servers, I tracked the vehicle’s GPS, then double-checked the intel against traffic cams.

The rented SUV came here.

Washington, D.C.

Driving straight to a dive bar in Dupont Circle.

Staring at my screen, I watched the four terrorists, then her, get out of the SUV. Capturing her image as the men surrounded her, running it through the facial recognition program I’d designed, I already knew what I’d find.

No hits.

The woman didn’t have an official ID, driver’s license, passport, or arrest record, and she hadn’t traveled through any commercial airports in the past five years. She was a ghost.

Wiping my keystrokes from the system, I was replacing them with ones I’d done yesterday when Perkins strode into the command center.

“What’s up, hacker genius?” He pulled out his chair in the setup next to mine. “You find our hottie and the four horsemen yet?”

Ignoring his nicknames and attempt at camaraderie, I said what I needed to not make him suspicious, but I left out the crucial detail of our new orders. “Day’s activities are all recorded and downloaded. You can follow the trail.” One I’d purposely thrown a detour in to.

“Copy that.” He grinned as he sat. “Any more pics of our sexy femme fatale? I need something to distract me from the fact that I’m working tonight instead of getting laid at twenty-four hundred.”

I fucking hated him. “Everything’s in the log.” I stood. “I’m signing out.”

He chuckled. “Enjoy your workout, loner,” he baited. “But fair warning, one of these nights, I’ll break you like I do these codes, and you’ll agree to a beer with us after work instead of your insane workouts.”

I didn’t drink or socialize. Ever. “Good night.”

Bypassing everyone else in the command center, I scanned my access badge to exit, and two paces down the long corridor, the security detail fell in on my six. No other officers in Cyber Command had a security detail, not even the Deputy Commander. But I did. The cover story was my rank, security clearance, and the classified intel I was privy to necessitated it. The real reason was the Deputy Commander. He knew I was a flight risk. I had been since he’d brought me in the day after I hacked the NSA.

“Mathers,” I stated, acknowledging his presence and following protocol.

“Evening, sir. The gym?”

“No, strained muscle,” I lied for the second time tonight. “I won’t need you until oh six hundred tomorrow.”

“Understood, sir, but I have my orders. I’ll escort you to your residence.”

Then he’d sit outside in his unmarked vehicle all night.

I didn’t comment.

Mathers drove me home.

Then he swept the perimeter of my converted warehouse space and did a cursory glance inside after I opened the front door for him. “Clear.”

My entire place was wired. I had eyes on every corner, inside and out. With one look at my cell, I could’ve told him the entire block was clear, but I didn’t. “Thank you. Good night, Mathers.”

“Night, sir. You know how to reach me if you need me.”

“Understood.” I closed the door and slammed the bolt home for effect.

Opening the app on my cell, I watched him get back in his car. Using another app, I set the lights to go on and off at timed intervals in the kitchen, living area, bathroom and bedroom.

Then I got to work.

Changing out of my uniform and into civvies, I grabbed my leather jacket, keys, another jacket and two helmets. Shoving aside a bookcase in my living area, I unlocked the hidden door to the warehouse next to mine that I owned through a shell corporation buried so deep it’d take years for someone to find it if they went looking.

Crossing the expanse of the twenty thousand square feet that was filled with the remnants of a defunct packaging plant, I headed to the loading dock. Checking my app, I pulled up the security feeds for the cameras outside the small bay door and scanned the side alley.

Empty.

Switching feeds, I checked the front of my unit.

Mathers was in his car.

I opened the bay door.
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Standing in the dark hallway, I scanned the bar.

Thirty-seven minutes ago, from my desk at the Pentagon, I was staring at her from my screen.

Eight minutes ago, I’d walked into this bar through the back exit.

Now I was watching.

Waiting.

With one downcast, furtive glance around the room, she stood to excuse herself from the four men at her table. Before she could escape, one grabbed her by the upper arm. She winced, he handed her a cell, and she slid it into her pocket with a shaking hand. Then he released her, and she moved through the crowd in a flitting, haphazard pattern. No eye contact, not touching anyone, she took the last seat at the bar.

The one closest to me.

With a slide of a twenty-dollar bill across the wood, she caught the attention of the bartender before she discreetly grabbed and pocketed one of the matchbooks bearing the name of the place.

The bartender smiled, she spoke without looking at him, then she turned her back on me and the security camera covering her position.

Pulling out my cell, I hacked the bar’s security feeds and recorded for forty-five seconds. Feeding it back into the system, I gave it a single loop, buying myself less than a minute.

As the bartender delivered her drink, I glanced one more time toward the table she’d come from. Then I stepped out of the hall and fell in on her six.

“Name,” I demanded, low enough for only her to hear.

Startled, she flinched, almost spilling the drink.

Reaching around her, taking the glass by the rim, I set the vodka neat on the bar.

Tracking my movements, staring at my hand a beat, her gaze traveled up my arm. Then she turned her head and looked over her shoulder.

Unusual blue eyes, dark hair, fine features—I knew every inch of her face and body. But until tonight, I’d never seen her in person.

“Your name,” I repeated.

Quickly averting her gaze, indecision crossed her face.

“I’m not going to ask again,” I warned.

“Sub,” she barely whispered.

For a split second, I fucking stilled. Then I put the pieces together. “Permission to speak freely, sub. Give me your real name.”

Soft, submissive, mesmerizing, she spoke. “Atala.”

Atala.

The blue Atala butterfly.

Native to Florida, the Caribbean—the almost iridescent teal-blue color of her eyes—it couldn’t be a coincidence.

“Atala,” I repeated, sinking my career. “You now have two choices.”

Lifting her gaze but not her head, she gave me a wary, cautious glance with the same innocent eyes I’d seen on my screens, but she said nothing.

Maintaining eye contact, picking up her glass, careful not to touch where her prints were, I dumped the Stoli. Then I committed treason. “Leave your jacket and purse at the table, wait ten seconds, then follow me out.” I tipped my chin toward the table she’d come from. “Or stay and take your chances with them.” Holding her gaze, stepping back, I took in every mesmerizing inch of her in case it was the last time I saw her alive. “Ten seconds, sub.”

I turned and left.

Striding down the hall, pushing out the back door, I scanned the alley and the security camera I’d already put on a twenty-minute loop, but I was cutting it close. Holding the glass up toward a streetlight, I took a photo and isolated the print before initiating a search on an app I’d created. Then I wiped the glass, tossed it into a dumpster and checked the time.

Seven more minutes.

Zipping my leather, I swung my leg over my Ducati Streetfighter V4 S. I was putting my helmet on when the back door opened with a rush of warm air and bar noise. Then the door shut, the sounds muted and a blue-eyed butterfly was staring at me.

Black sweater, tight jeans, high-heeled boots, she crossed her arms against the cold.

Unzipping my tank bag, I grabbed the new leather jacket in her size and held it out.

Glancing up and down the alley, she hesitated.

I didn’t tell her we had seconds before her captors came out.

She looked back at me, but her decision was already made.

I knew it. She knew it.

She dropped her head and inhaled.

Then her heels were barely making a sound as she crossed the alley and took the jacket before sliding her arms in and zipping it up.

It was a perfect fit.

Handing her the second helmet, I issued two orders. “Give me the cell they gave you and secure your hair. Tuck it inside the helmet.”

As if she’d been trained to do exactly as she was told and knew every detail mattered, she handed me the cell, then twisted her hair into a quick knot. “I don’t know your name, sir.” Holding her hair, she put her helmet on.

Sir.

I fucking inhaled and cataloged exactly how the single word left her lips. “You don’t need to.” Removing the SIM card from the cell so I could check it later, I wiped both our prints off the phone and tossed it. Firing up the Ducati, I glanced at the back exit, then at her. “Get on.”

She hesitated.

“Get on, sub,” I added, pulling on my gloves.

Bracing a hand on my shoulder and stepping onto one of the foot pegs, she swung her leg over and wrapped her arms around my waist like she’d ridden before.

Dropping my face shield, shifting into first, I revved the engine and let out the clutch as the back door to the bar burst open.

Two of the four men spilled out, weapons drawn.

The Ducati’s two-hundred-and-eight horsepower unleashed, we were already turning on to the street when the first shots rang out.
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“Get on.” His voice deep and reserved but commanding, he issued an order like the other men gave me orders, but this man was different.

Very different.

He’d given me a choice. He had a jacket for me. A helmet. He looked at me like he saw me.

I couldn’t remember the last time I’d had a choice.

I didn’t even want to because remembering that time also meant remembering….

Inhaling, I buried it all.

The new man, the only person who’d said my name in three months, he repeated himself, but this time he added one single word. “Get on, sub.”

Sub.

My heart jumped, fear spread, but then my mind shut down and I did what I was told.

I got on the new man’s fancy motorcycle and put my arms around him.

Lowering his face shield and revving the engine, he expertly shifted the bike into gear and released the clutch.

The door I’d walked out of in both a panic and with a sense of desperate hope burst open, and the leader of the bad men rushed out.

Shouting in both English and his native language that I didn’t understand, he pulled his gun as his second-in-charge came out behind him. Then both men started shooting.

My heart beating so fast my chest hurt, my arms tightened around my rescuer as the bike leaned and we flew out of the alley, turning onto the main road.

Then we were weaving in and out of traffic so fast, fear gripped my panic and suffocated it.

My arms started to shake first, then my legs. My teeth began chattering, and my whole body followed with shaking tremors, but my rescuer only took on more speed as the bitterly cold wind slapped against us faster than the readout on his speedometer.

I was going to die.

After everything that had happened, everything I had lived through, this was going to be how it all ended.

I was going to die on a motorcycle with a stranger with not one living soul knowing my full name.

A sound of despair I had not let myself indulge in for three months escaped past my trembling lips.

Then a gloved hand covered mine, and his deep voice came through my helmet. “Atala.”

I sucked in a sharp breath.

It was the second time he’d said it.

Atala.

The blue butterfly she loved. The color of the tropical waters she loved. The fluttering she told him she felt every time I moved in her stomach. At least, that was what I remembered Captain muttering one night, long ago, after he’d had too much to drink.

“Speak,” my death-defying rescuer demanded.

With his hand still on mine, the bike racing down the freeway, with concrete and cold and the starless night sky all around us, I did as he commanded.

I spoke.

“Atala Rose.”

“Atala Rose,” he repeated, his reserved voice filling the small, windless space around my head.

My first name, my middle name, my only name.

No surname.

No birth certificate, no government ID, no driver’s license, no passport, nothing traceable—I was no one, living nowhere, because that’s how Captain had raised me.

That’s all I had known.

But I had my name.

That was who I was.

A butterfly, free and fluttering across tropical waters.

Or I had been.

Now I was here, in a cold, harsh, unforgiving world, speeding away from very bad men as I raced toward my death.

Except now someone living knew.

My rescuer-killer knew my name.

Now I wouldn’t be no one from nowhere.

I would die with a name.
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The second I took on speed, she started to shake. Then a pained cry sounded through the speakers in my helmet.

I covered her bare hands with one of mine. “Atala.”

Her inhale was sharp and fast.

Watching the speedometer, the traffic, the freeway behind us, I didn’t have time to pull over and take her helmet off, demand that she look at me.

But I wanted to.

I wanted to see those eyes of hers and drown in them right before I broke her, taking every single part of her apart, because that’s what I did.

I was a hacker.

Methodical, technical, without your consent, I accessed and dissected every part of your life, stealing your control without remorse. But with this woman, it was different.

From the first image of the innocent brunette that’d populated my screen, I didn’t want to be the nameless, faceless hacker compromising her digital footprint. I’d wanted to put my hands on her. I wanted her to breathe my air, my scent, my dominance.

Except I always knew I couldn’t touch her.

Not like that.

Instead, I was doing for her what no one had done for me.

I was giving her a way out before it was too late.

I knew the statistical probabilities of failure, the punishment for treason, and the danger I was putting us in. If I made even one wrong keystroke, the consequences for both of us would be fatal.

Except I wasn’t going to make a mistake.

This wasn’t thirteen years ago, I wasn’t an impulsive teen, and this wasn’t a game of chess.

Nothing about tonight was impetuous.

My plan in place for weeks, I had contingencies. I learned the hard way to never make a move without one. Nothing in life went as directed. My childhood a roadmap of shit circumstances and unforeseen events, the only thing I’d ever relied on was a global computer network and a keyboard at my fingertips. The internet never slept, drank or set your fucking subsidized housing on fire.

I lived behind screen time. Every dark corner of the web, I’d been to. Now I was here because of it, Check Mate or not, with a woman holding on to me who’d said her name was sub right before telling me she was a butterfly and crying in her helmet.

Someone should’ve told her butterflies didn’t cry.

They emerged from a cocoon and lived bright and vibrant before their short life span snuffed them out.

Maybe that was her lot. I didn’t know, but I had contingencies for it if it was.

Foregoing words of comfort because I wouldn’t lie to this woman named after a winged species more fragile than her digital security, I issued her an order. “Speak.”

She was quiet for two miles.

Then her shaking eased, her grip around my waist loosened, and her hauntingly quiet voice filled my helmet right before it sank into my resolve. “Atala Rose.”

My grip on the Ducati precise, my movements controlled, my muscle memory at peak performance, I held the Streetfighter steady at ninety-six miles per hour.

But my fucking mind imploded and every plan, contingency, and regimented facet of my life hit the concrete divider at full throttle.

My life span suddenly shorter than a butterfly’s, I dangerously tasted her name on my lips. “Atala Rose.”

She said nothing.

Exiting the freeway, I drove in a preplanned, circuitous route through my industrial neighborhood. Making sure we weren’t being followed, I pulled up to the warehouse.

Using my cell, I opened the bay door only long enough to get us inside before killing the Ducati’s engine. Then I immediately reset my security cameras and the traffic cams along the route we’d taken. Throwing the kickstand down, I pocketed my phone.

She got off the bike without comment.

Swinging my leg over the Streetfighter, reaching for her before I could check my dominance, I took her helmet off for her.

Her hair slipped from her makeshift knot and fell down her back.

She glanced across the expanse of the warehouse as I took off my helmet and stowed it with hers on the bike.

Testing her, I aimed for my place. “This way.”

The key purposely left in the Ducati, my back intentionally turned, I gave her an opportunity to run.

She didn’t.

With her heels quietly clicking, she followed.

I led us into my place.

Tossing my leather on the couch, I turned on my three monitors and sat down at my desk. “Bathroom’s down the hall. Kitchen’s on your right. Last name?” Pulling up a program I’d designed, I double-checked to make sure there was no digital footprint of my movements tonight before I opened the app I’d used to scan her fingerprint. No hits. I accessed the security feeds for the bar.

The two men hadn’t gone back inside, and shortly after we left, all of them had gotten back in their SUV. Hacking the rental company’s servers, I entered the GPS’s tracking number I’d memorized from earlier tonight, but it’d been disabled after I’d taken her.

My hands poised over the keys, realizing she hadn’t answered my question, I asked again. “Last name?”

No movement behind me, she didn’t speak.

I spun in my chair.

Standing in the jacket I’d given her, head dipped, her body language throwing off fear, she didn’t so much as glance around my place.

For two seconds, I allowed myself to go there.

Her body against my back. Her arms holding on to me. Her thick, dark hair. Her complete and total vulnerability, being at my mercy… those haunted eyes.

I wanted to break her.

Then I wanted to put her back together in a way that made her only mine.

But I didn’t keep anything.

Not even my birth name.

I’d learned a long time ago that nothing in this world was permanent, and sitting here staring at a woman I’d taken wasn’t going to change that. I didn’t take her to keep her. I didn’t take her at all.

I’d given her a choice.

She’d chosen.

Now I had to get her out. But I couldn’t wipe her from the grid unless I knew who the hell she was and where she’d come from. Except she wasn’t talking, and in every damn contingency I’d planned for, I hadn’t planned for this.

A submissive.

One almost tailor-made for me.

Except I didn’t fuck women frightened by other men, and I sure as hell didn’t touch unwilling subs—something she wouldn’t know. Maybe something Check Mate would know, but I’d scanned every single line of code in relation to my life for the past thirteen years, and there weren’t any breaches except for the one three months ago.

My personal life, what little there was of it, was still private.

Clasping my hands to let this frightened woman know I wasn’t a threat, purposely staying seated, I lowered my voice and tone. “Have a seat, Atala.”

She didn’t move.

“Permission to sit or speak,” I amended.

“You type very fast, sir.”

“I’m a hacker,” I admitted, tilting my head so I could watch her eyes, which were now more teal than blue, and look for markers of trauma or any sign that she might know another hacker.

She didn’t nod, blink, or look directly at me, but she also didn’t look away. No tells.

“Speak freely,” I commanded.

“You drive very fast, sir.”

Studying her, I wondered what she’d come from before the terrorists had gotten their hands on her. “I was in control of the Ducati at all times.” There was more going on with this woman than the current situation I’d removed her from. “You’ve ridden before.”

Her head dipped lower. “Yes, sir.”

“Where’re you from?” She wasn’t Cuban. I’d checked.

“Nowhere, sir,” she answered immediately.

Any other time, I would’ve respected that answer. “Where did they take you from?” I amended.

Her hands fidgeted, her throat moved with a swallow, her feet shifted. Tells.

I stood.

Flinching, she crossed her arms like she had outside the bar, but she didn’t step back.

Two paces and I was directly in front of her. Height, weight, physical description, body language, gait, mannerisms—I’d studied all of it. But towering over her five-foot-six height, four inches of which were her high-heeled boots, I’d never taken into account what she would smell like when there wasn’t a bar or a Ducati between us.

Soft, citrus, ocean, plumeria—mine.

Mentally shaking away that last thought, I grasped her chin and tilted her head, but she averted her eyes.

“Look at me,” I ordered.

“I-I can’t, sir,” she barely whispered.

Testing a theory, I dropped the gentler tone I’d been speaking to her in and used my natural voice. “Eyes on me, sub.”

Her gaze cut to mine without hesitation.

“Good,” I praised, then I gave her parameters. “When I tell you to speak freely, you’re allowed to say whatever you choose. That’s a conversation. But if I have my hand on you, like I do right now, and if I give you a command, that’s no longer a conversation. I tell you to do something, you do it. I ask a question, you answer as if your life depended on it, no hesitation.” Because there was going to come a time when her life would depend on doing exactly what I told her. And that time was coming sooner rather than later if I didn’t get back to work. “As far as you’re concerned, Alekhin is dead to you. He is not your master. You are not his sub. He is no one to you. I’m your lifeline now. I became it the second you walked out of that bar. That means when you’re in my presence, you do not see, hear or speak to anyone except me. Outside this warehouse, unless I tell you otherwise, you are no one. Inside these four walls, you’re Atala. Do you understand?”

She stared at me, but she didn’t answer.

I repeated the question in words she’d hear. “Do you understand, sub?”

“No, sir,” she quietly replied.

“Which part?”

“I do not know who Alekhin is, sir.”

She could’ve been lying. She could’ve been the best operative I’ve ever seen, and this whole thing was an act and she was a plant. But I’d been watching every scrap of footage I’d had of her for months. I saw her when the four terrorists boarded the boat. I’d watched her body language and theirs. Before that, I’d been behind my screens, watching cells and terrorists and bad fucking people for over a decade, and I knew the signs.

I also knew every one of those people had one thing in common.

No matter how good they were, no matter how deep they were, eventually, they all slipped. It could be something as subtle as a glance in the direction of a camera they shouldn’t have known was there, or it could be as violent as murder from a single momentary loss of control. But sooner or later, that slip happened, and I caught it on screen.

Except this woman hadn’t slipped.

She hadn’t known those men when they’d gotten on the boat.

And now that I had her, now that I could see her eyes when she spoke, hear her voice, watch her body language, I knew without a doubt. She wasn’t a part of the cell. But she was submissive as hell, and it’d been bred into her long before those fucks got a hold of her.

Making a calculated move, sinking us both deeper, I gave her classified intel. “Vladimir Alekhin is the name of the man who took you.”

She blinked.

“Do you know what the men you were with are planning?”

“No, sir.”

Truth. “Do you know why they came to D.C.?”

She averted her eyes. “I wasn’t aware we were in D.C., sir.”

“Look at me,” I demanded.

She gave me her gaze, but not her focus.

I filed away her reaction. “How do you not know where you are?”

Still not focusing on me, she answered the question. “I have never been here before, sir.”

They drove past the Washington Monument, National Mall and Lincoln Memorial. She was telling me the truth, her body language backed it up, but how could she not know where she was? “Are you American?” Her accent, or lack thereof, was.

“I am no one, sir.”

Right answer, but fuck. “Before they took you, who were you?”

She hesitated for two seconds. Then she whispered, “Atala Rose.”

I was missing something. “Where were you raised?”

She tried to hide it, but fear and grief flashed across her face. “On the water, sir.”

On the water. Atala Rose, the Nalleli Rose, the boat was hers, or her parents. I missed that because it wasn’t registered anywhere and she seemed too young. “Which body of water?”

“The Caribbean, sir.”

“Be more specific,” I ordered, suddenly realizing why this woman had no digital footprint.

She frowned. “I’m sorry, sir?”

“There are hundreds of islands in the Caribbean.” She had to have been on land at some point. “Name the ones you’ve been to.”

“The Bahamas, Turks and Caicos, Dominican Republic, Haiti, Jamaica, the Caymans, and Cuba, sir,” she answered, rattling off an entire geographical loop of the Greater Antilles.

Five countries and two territories. I needed to get started on a more detailed facial recognition search immediately. “Going back how many years?”

Her voice dropped again. “My whole life, sir.”

“Age?”

Her hands fidgeted, and she pulled her bottom lip in.

“How old are you, Atala?” Jesus, she looked young, but now I was wondering if she was underage.

“I do not know, sir.”

I watched her closely. She wasn’t lying. “Because?”

“Is this a conversation, sir?”

For two seconds, I let the urge to dominate her take hold and I imagined every way I wanted to top her. Then I reined it in and dropped my hand. Testing her to see if I was making any progress, I issued an order without touching her. “Speak.”

She didn’t hesitate. “You’re asking more questions than the men who took me, and I just want to go home, but I don’t think I can. I don’t think I’m safe anymore.”

She was right, she wasn’t. “Where?”

She blinked. “I’m sorry?”

“Where’s home?”

Her chest rose with an inhale, and her features softened. “A small atoll off the coast of one of the southern, uninhabited islands in the Bahamas.”

An unprotected, remote location in the middle of hurricane alley. “You’re right.” I turned back to my computer to start the search. “It’s not safe for you to go home.”
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Atala

 

“You’re right.” Turning back toward his desk, the formfitting, long-sleeved, thermal T-shirt showing the enormous size of his muscular arms, he leaned his tall frame over his computer. With his fingers flying across the keys, he told me what I already knew but didn’t want to think about. “It’s not safe for you to go home.”

Straightening to his full height, he spared me a glance, but this time he didn’t stare unwaveringly into my eyes. He looked at the perfectly fitted leather jacket he’d given me. Then he tipped his chin. “Stand behind the desk, facing me, two steps back from the middle monitor.” His focus went back to his keyboard.

I did as he asked.

Adjusting the tilt of the monitor, he glanced at me, hit a key, and issued another one of his orders. “Take the leather off, remain in position.”

Unzipping the jacket, I placed the nicest article of clothing I’d ever had on the ground and looked back at him.

He repeated the slight adjustment of the monitor and hit another key. “Do you have a shirt on under your sweater?”

I nodded.

“Remove the sweater,” he ordered.

I hesitated. The warehouse space he’d turned into living quarters was cool, but not nearly as cold as outside or the bone-chilling ride here. I’d been far colder over the past three months, not being allowed to use a blanket to sleep or dress in any clothes that could conceal a weapon—not that I had any. Or at least I thought it’d been three months. I’d stopped counting. But none of those reasons were why I hesitated.

Taking my sweater off in front of this quiet but commanding man felt… dangerous.

Almost more dangerous than being held hostage by the men who’d taken me.

Staring as if he could see right through me, the man with almost vacant blue eyes slowly removed his hand from his keyboard and let his arm fall to his side. The size of his muscular frame, the controlled intention of the movement, the way he looked both frighteningly lethal and expressionless, I naïvely thought for one heartbeat that his reserved manner was to put me at ease.

Then, in his deep voice, he quietly spoke with more dominant authority than the man who raised me and the men who took me combined.

“Remove the sweater, Atala.”

I pulled the only sweater I owned, the one I’d thankfully grabbed from the boat before the men had dragged me off, over my head.

My rescuer’s unrelenting stare went straight to my bare, bruised arms.

Perfectly still, nothing in his expression changing, his gaze swept the length of each of my arms before taking in my braless, bikini-topless state under my thin tank top.

From more than just the cold, my nipples hardened to sharp peaks, and an unfamiliar clenching pulsed low in my belly. Involuntarily, I shivered as both a rush of heat flushed through my body and a chill swept across my bare skin.

Then I made a horrible mistake.

Crossing my arms, I covered my breasts with my hands.

Faster than I could step back, he was around the desk and gripping my chin hard as he towered over me. Forcing me to look up at him, he bit out a lethal command. “Say no.”

My core pulsed hard, and my mouth went dry.

“I gave you an order, sub. Say no.”

Whatever the reason was, I suddenly didn’t want to say no to him, but something in my mind, in my body, it listened to this man. “No,” I whispered.

“Again,” he demanded.

“No.”

“No, what?”

Heat flooded into every part of my suddenly aching body. “No, sir.”

Instantly dropping his hand, he stepped back. Then he spoke again in his quiet, controlled tone. “That is your safe word with me.” His gaze hardened. “Use it only if you mean it. Now drop your arms.”

Releasing my breasts, letting my arms fall to my sides, my nipples pebbled to even harder points.

His gaze, now cold and hard, stayed locked on my face, but his chest rose with an inhale. “Why did you cover yourself in front of me?”

I said nothing. I couldn’t. I wanted to both put my sweater back on and take off the worn tank top. I didn’t understand what was going on with my own body or how this man could speak to me in such a way that made me want to do things my own mind didn’t understand.

But he did.

From the moment I first heard his voice, my body had reacted. Then I saw his eyes, saw how he looked at me, how he studied me, it was as if he knew me even though we’d never met.

“Speak,” he demanded.

“I…” I swallowed past the sudden lump in my throat as tears threatened. “I don’t know. Sir,” I added.

“Conversation,” he bit out. “Lose the ‘sir.’ Try again.”

I said the first thing that came to my mind. “I’m afraid.”

“Of me, the situation, or the men who bruised your arms?”

“All of it,” I admitted, lowering my gaze because I didn’t want to see his face when I told him I was afraid of him.

“Did they force you to have sex?”

I couldn’t help it, my arms crossed protectively around myself again. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

“We’re not talking about it. I’m asking you a yes or no question, and you’re going to answer.”

“No,” I barely whispered, still not looking at him.

“Sexual acts?” he added.

Remembering that horrible second night of my captivity, I wanted to disappear. I wanted none of this to be real, and I wanted to be back on the boat in the tropical waters I knew, but now I was afraid the men would come after me.

I didn’t know if I’d ever feel safe being alone on the boat again, but that was all I knew. That was the only life I’d ever lived. It was also my only source of income, and I couldn’t bear to think about what might’ve happened to the Nalleli Rose by now. I prayed she was still at that private dock, but I wasn’t even sure how to find her. I knew it was in the Florida Keys because I saw several of the famed mile-marker signs on the side of the road once we’d gotten in the car, but that’s all I knew.

Growing up, Captain had always kept the Nalleli Rose away from the Keys. He’d said we should always avoid U.S. waters and their Coast Guard, so we had. Then the men who’d taken me and my boat said we were going north after months in the Caribbean, and I’d gotten scared. Foolishly telling them I didn’t know US waters, the oldest of the men had taken over the helm once I’d gotten us to Key West. Then he’d navigated the rest of the way, and I wasn’t even able to get GPS coordinates off the radar equipment when we’d docked. I’d tried, but the man who was the leader, the one who’d left the bruises, had grabbed my arm so hard and squeezed, I’d cried out when he’d dragged me off my forty-six-foot Bertram.

“Look at me and answer the question,” my rescuer snapped.

Inhaling, holding my arms tighter, I forced myself to look up and focus back on the conversation when it was the last thing I wanted to do. “The youngest one tried.”

“Vladimir, Ivan, Pavel, or Anton?” He rattled off four names, including the name he had given me before. “They’re all relatively the same age. Which one was it?”

“I don’t know their names. They only referred to each other by a first initial.”

He amended his question. “V, I, P, or A?”

“It was none of those. It was the fifth man. The younger one. They called him Z.”

For a fraction of a second, so fast I would have missed it had he not demanded I look at him, a murderous fury contorted his austere face. “There’s a fifth one?”

“Yes.”

“When?” he demanded. “How much younger? Full description.”

“When they first got on my boat. He was closer to your age, maybe mine. I don’t know ages, but he was younger than the other men, and I don’t really know how to describe him other than arrogant and mean.” The bad kind of mean that was delivered with a smile. “That’s what stood out the most. Other than that, he had brown hair and brown eyes. He was shorter and much thinner than you. Like the others, he had an accent, but I don’t know from where. I’d never heard an accent like it before, but I didn’t ask them where they were from. I didn’t ask them anything. I just tried to avoid them, especially the younger one.”

“In Cuba?” Moving with both speed and grace, he was back in front of his monitors, and his hands were flying across the keyboard. “Tell me exactly where and when that was.”

“In Habana Bay. They boarded at Guanabacoa. I do not know the date. It was about three months ago.”

“Where is the fifth man now? He wasn’t with you when you docked in Key Largo.”

Key Largo. That’s where my boat was? How did he know that? “We dropped him off in the Caymans about a week ago, near Grand Harbor, but at a private dock. How do you know where my boat is now?”

Looking up from his fancy keyboard, focusing his intense stare on me, he repeated what he had told me before. “I’m a hacker.”

The word was familiar. I’d heard the men say a version of it as they’d set up their computers in my small galley and used devices I’d never seen.

“I don’t know what that means.” I’d never had a computer. The boat’s outdated electronics were the closest I’d ever come to modern technology. But the younger man, Z, he’d had as many computers as my rescuer did.

The man who’d found me in a bar and quietly told me to come with him or take my chances stared at me for a heartbeat.

Then he said four words that chilled me to the bone. “I’ve been watching you.”
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The Hunter

 

A fifth man. A fucking fifth man.

It was Check Mate. It had to be. None of the other four men had fit the profile, and unlike Check Mate, I’d been able to trace all of their backgrounds. None of them had been careful enough. But this fifth man had kept away from all security cameras or anywhere I would’ve captured an image of him. Goddamn it.

“How do you know where my boat is now?” she asked nervously.

I reran a search with new parameters through all the footage I had a second time, but still hit a dead end. Looking up at her, I gave her the easiest answer. “I’m a hacker.”

The confusion that etched across her face was steeped in anxiety. “I don’t know what that means.”

Staring at her, at her purity, knowing Check Mate had attempted to put his hands on her, that he’d brought her into this, it only enraged me more. He was a fucking dead man when I found him.

I gave her the one truth I could safely give. “I’ve been watching you.”

Fear stiffened her body, and she sucked in a breath. “Why?”

Not taking my eyes off her, my hands already on the keyboard, I captured her image with a single keystroke. “It’s my job.” I wouldn’t keep the picture or use it for one of the passports. But later, after I got her out of here and
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