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      She better not be doing what I think she’s doing.

      Adolfo Perrera gritted his teeth as he adjusted his night vision goggles to watch Zaire and two others move stealthily among the bushes, not making a sound, even though the ground was littered with dead, dry leaves and branches that had broken off from trees that had gone dormant for the winter. His plan was perfect. Everybody had a role and they’d all acknowledged their understanding of said roles before the exercise started. One wrong move and the entire scheme would fall apart. Order would descend into disorder.

      And if there was one thing Adolfo feared, it was chaos.

      And chaos had a name…Zaire Baker.

      “Dolf…is Zee going in front?” Jimmy whispered exasperatedly. “That’s our job. I thought you told her to flank.”

      Dolf swallowed the groan so he won’t give their position away. I did. He signaled to his group to abandon their locations and move forward. He was the last to leave from their crouched position. Guns aimed in front, his team moved toward the target residence. If we fail this exercise, I’m going to put real bullets into this gun and kill her.

      It was their final exercise in their field agent training that had lasted through the summer and the better part of the fall season. Those of them that hadn’t injured or failed out had been given assurance that regardless of the outcome of tonight’s mission, they were leaving the Farm as full-fledged clandestine agents. With Dolf in charge, there wasn’t any way they’d fail tonight’s exercise, and their instructors knew it. And he did as well, until Zaire decided to mutiny and take charge.

      She thinks this is all about her. It isn’t! Her career isn’t the only one being evaluated here. He’d spent what seemed to be a lifetime preparing for this very night —the night before he’d fly off to his overseas assignment and finally be in charge of some aspect, however small, of his vocation. He’d graduated college almost a decade ago, and followed that with a stint as an Army ranger. For the last two years, he’d been waiting for acceptance into the training program while employed by the CIA as a terrorism analyst. After years of building the skills necessary for this job, he was ready, and he didn’t want this last exercise to stain his perfect record of performance.

      Dolf sprinted between positions of cover. He crouched low to the ground behind a tree. I knew I should’ve kept her close. If he had assigned Johnny to lead her group, then they wouldn’t be improvising right now. Whatever objections Zaire had, Johnny could’ve shut them down and the mission would’ve carried on as planned.

      All throughout training, Zaire had showed her propensity to ignore the rules and be impulsive. Once, she’d challenged an instructor with thirty years in the Agency, telling him that her gut had influenced her to change her mind about a decision. The instructor had firmly told her that her gut hadn’t been trained to know what decision to make. That had gotten a laugh from the class, and satisfaction from Dolf; she was too headstrong and needed to be put in her place.

      And why didn’t I put her in her place before we got out here? Okay, so he had immensely enjoyed the competition. Dolf was convinced the instructors had placed them on opposite teams for most of training because they were better when they had an actual challenge to rise to. Not that the other trainees weren’t worthy rivals, but there was something undeniably unique about Zaire. She’d lit a champion’s fire in him. At the end of the first day of training, Dolf had known the two of them would be the finalists on center court, playing a match that would determine who was number one. Dolf had set a goal right then to reach the end of the long, grueling months holding the winner’s trophy for top trainee.

      And now she was ruining it.

      Was that her plan? To upset his game, enforce her will, and watch — in triumph — as he accepted the prize for runner-up?

      Dolf glanced from around the tree and moved to the next position. She didn’t believe he was in charge, nor respect his assignment as team captain. When this is all over, she’s going to follow my lead. After tonight, they’d have perhaps a day before they would be shipped off to their respective assignments all over the globe. That didn’t leave him much time, but then again, he always performed well under pressure. In fact, he quite enjoyed the stress and intensity of it all. Zaire might not respect him during training exercises, but she was going to submit to him in bed.

      Dolf centered his focus on the mission objectives: to eliminate enemy presence, infiltrate the residence, and retrieve a disk holding dummy files meant to contain secrets of foreign powers. The residence was atop high ground, and would be easy to defend against any adversary attacking from below. The task wasn’t impossible, but difficult; even more so now that Zaire was following her own protocol. Still, no alarms sounded and Dolf’s men steadily made progress up the hill, taking out enemy targets along the way. It can’t be this easy, can it?

      The alarm sounded and he heard the shouts of the enemy. The element of surprise was gone. There’s my answer. He signaled his team to switch to plan B. With Johnny beside him, they sprinted up the hill. Dolf fired his weapon at an enemy role player, hitting the man with a few simunition rounds. Dolf and Johnny made it to the side of the residence just in time to see Zaire and the guys with her kick in the front door. “We’ve got to cover the back!” Dolf shouted and sprinted for the residence’s rear entrance. A few role players came running out of the back and with a single shot to the head of each, Dolf eliminated them from the field of play.

      When he entered the residence, Dolf heard an instructor yell, “Time! Congratulations, team. Enemy targets eliminated and object secured.”

      He had barely stepped into the residence. I was supposed complete the objective! Dolf sprinted through the kitchen and rounded a wall to the living room. Zaire stood in the center of the room with her hands on her hips, head held high, and a smug grin spreading her high cheekbones almost to the bottom lids of her large brown eyes. The two guys with her — Mack Rodgers and James Campbell — gave each other a high five.

      The instructor nodded at Zaire. “Good work. You’ve got the making of one a great field agent, Baker.”

      “Thank you, sir.” Zaire beamed. She extended one hand and the instructor shook it vigorously. “I remembered what you said at the end of the last exercise and tried to do exactly what you suggested.”

      “And you did just that. Where’s your team lead?”

      “Right here,” Dolf hissed from behind the instructor.

      “Ah, Perrera. Way to join the party late. Your team did a good job. Excellent leadership.”

      Excellent leadership. Right. It was the Zee show all the way.

      The instructor slapped him on the shoulder. “You all should get some rest. We’ll save the debrief for tomorrow. Course graduation will be at the end of the day following the debrief. Again, nice work. Y’all set a time record. The next class will have their work cut out for them.” The instructor left the room.

      Dolf could’ve punched a hole in the wall. He hadn’t taken his eyes off Zaire and the knowing look she continued to send him made every part of him burn hot, but not with lust. The success of the exercise was lost on him while his anger at her insubordination festered.

      “What’s with you?” she asked.

      As though she didn’t know. “What’s up with me?”

      “Yeah, dude, you look pissed,” Mack said, removing his goggles and helmet and rubbing his extremely short buzz cut, which glistened with sweat. He signaled for James. “I think the pub is still open. Let’s get out of this gear before it closes. We’ll toast one last time.”

      “That sounds great,” Zee said. “I really need a shower. I think I have a few twigs stuck in my hair.” Her mouth twisted into a grimace and she clawed at her ponytail.

      “Let’s get out of here!” Mack’s looming six-foot-five-inch frame leapt over a sectional and made a beeline for the front door.

      “I’m with you,” James said. “You guys coming?” He didn’t wait for an answer and followed Mack and a few others out of the room.

      Dolf could feel the eyes of his friend and roommate, Johnny, on him. Johnny cleared his throat. “I could use a drink myself. I guess I’ll see you back at the room, Dolf.” He darted out of the room.

      Zaire caught Dolf’s stare and planted her hands on her hips, but her satisfactory smile had turned devilish. Her right brow arched high into her forehead, giving her a look he found both intimidating and insanely sexy. She had to know the effect she was having on him right now. Dolf stilled his body from reacting to the attraction he had for her. “You changed the plan,” Dolf accused.

      “I did?” She put a hand to her breast. Her eyes were wide with false innocence.

      “You deliberately went against my orders to hang back, and instead took the lead.” She pursed her lips and her eyes looked up and to the side, but she didn’t refute his accusations. It infuriated Dolf that she could just stand there and accept the congratulations of the instructor, knowing she had sabotaged his chances to excel, one last time, as team lead. He could respect her initiative to be the top trainee if that didn’t mean undercutting him and forcing him to accept second place.

      “I saw an opportunity and I took it. We were prepared, and look”—she spread her arms wide and eyed the room—“we did it. The mission was a success. Isn’t that what really matters?” She stalked toward him. “You’re not actually in the field yet, Perrera. Quit being so selfish. Stop acting like this is your moment.”

      “Selfish!” he roared. “You haven’t followed instructions since day one. I’m surprised you’re actually gonna graduate!”

      Her face came within inches of his. “Did you ever stop and think that that’s the reason why I was recruited? Because I’m good at reading situations and making snap decisions that happen to be right.”

      He had. It would shock her how much he’d considered about her. Right now, he was contemplating how intoxicating her light floral scent was, and whether or not the cameras were still on in the house…and if the screens were still being monitored. The floor rug felt soft beneath his heavy tactical boots. He wondered how her skin would compare against it.

      “Why can’t you just say, ‘Good call, Zee’ and leave it at that?” She moved past him toward the front door.

      “Because there wasn’t a call to make!” He stomped behind her. “Admit it. You don’t like taking orders. You can’t stand it when you’re the subordinate. So, you decided to take charge — again — and make it all about you and not the team.” She whirled, her ponytail smacking her in the face, her dark eyes in slits. “Yeah, did you think about the team? There were others of us out there. What if you hadn’t succeeded in getting past their defenses? What if you, Mack, and James were eliminated and there weren’t enough of us to complete the mission?” He stood toe to toe with her. Her chest rose and she angled her head back to keep their gazes locked. Her bold determination and resolute conviction were qualities he admired about her, even if they did grate on every last one of his nerves.

      “I knew you’d hustle and adapt. The instructors have said that we’re a good team⁠—”

      “Wonder where they got that idea from.”

      “—so I made a judgment call.”

      “No.” Adolfo shook his head. “No, you don’t like to submit to authority. Especially mine.”

      Zaire laughed harshly. “Well, we agree on that one. You’re dead wrong if you think you have any influence over me.”

      He leaned in so close, they were only a breath apart. “You know what I think?” he whispered. “I think you’d enjoy my lead. And you’re afraid of someone else having complete dominion over you.” Despite her hardened expression, her cheeks took on a rosy color. That’s right. You know exactly what I mean. Her chest rose and fell rapidly. Knowing her mind was going to places he would make a reality later on tonight brought a smile to his face. She might be able to assert herself during exercises, but now that all of them were concluded, he was going to be in control.

      Dolf turned around and left her standing, mouth agape, in the room. There was still fight left in her. He hated to shut down any response, but if he hadn’t abruptly exited, the back and forth would’ve continued and eaten away at their remaining time. He wanted to leave her with the obvious impression that he would be coming back for more later that night.

      Dolf caught a ride back to the main campus, deposited his gear with the storage officer, and jogged back toward the dormitory. On his way, a black SUV pulled in front of him, halting his progress. The back passenger-side door opened. Dolf squinted to make out the figure seated in the back, but the small ceiling light in the vehicle was too dim and offered no assistance.

      “Get in,” a voice said.

      Dolf recognized the voice. His father — and frequent classroom and exercise observer — Raúl Ortega. Dolf glanced at his watch. Zee would be returning soon; in less than eight hours, the sun would rise and they’d be back in the main lecture room for the exercise debrief. He still had to shower and wait at least an hour for her to finish cleaning up. He planned to spend as many minutes with her in the sheets as possible. Although he had been looking forward to his father’s long-awaited congratulations on finishing training at the Farm, a drive around town with him right now wasn’t part of the plan. “Can this wait, Father? I’ve got somewhere I gotta be.”

      “Oh, do you? Not another exercise where your team members take all the credit?”

      Dolf’s teeth ground together, but he kept silent. So his father was watching the monitors. Figures. Why wouldn’t he be observing his son’s last exercise?

      “After that embarrassing finish, I would’ve expected you to catch an early flight to Tunisia. Need a ride to the airport?”

      Tunisia.

      He’d received his assignment just this morning. Thanks to being in the French Honor Society in high school and getting a 4.0 in each of his Arabic courses in college, coupled with his tanned skin and dark hair, Dolf would blend in perfectly with Tunisians. He was looking forward to infiltrating terrorist cells and disrupting their activities. Just thinking about it gave him an adrenaline rush that was unmatched by any of his previous extreme sport activities. “We just finished our final exercise. I’m meeting everyone at the pub for a last hurrah.”

      “Get in the car, son,” Raúl ordered.

      Son. Strange how that word sounded to him now. He wasn’t Raúl’s only son. He was the third son of three to Raúl and Violeta, and after meeting Ricardo at Langley a few months back, he’d discovered he had three half-brothers. I wonder how long he’s going to keep it a secret.

      Dolf and his brothers, Diego and Rodrigo, debated telling their sister about their half-siblings — Alejandro, Rafael, and Ricardo — as she was halfway around the world with her nongovernmental organization providing healthcare to disadvantaged and displaced persons. Her job frequently left her without access to reliable communications and she was often moving to avoid perilous situations. What could she do about the news if she heard it? She couldn’t confront their father, which was another bone of contention between the brothers. Neither Diego nor Rodrigo could agree on when, where, and how to ask their father for the truth, and Dolf…he was still wrestling with the knowledge that his father had had another family — another life. Dolf had met Ricardo right before he’d received his notice to report to the Farm, and there hadn’t been a moment to process the information while training to become the country’s next spy.

      Not to mention their mother. Had their father ever told her? It would break her heart to know the truth…

      Since he had stopped jogging, the cool air began to touch his skin beneath his tactical pants and jet-black turtleneck, chilling him. Dolf climbed into the vehicle and took a seat opposite his father. “Can we make this quick, Dad? Like I said, I’m meeting my class.”

      “Aren’t you curious about your assignment?”

      “I already know. I’m going to Tunisia.”

      “You leave in the morning.”

      He felt his lungs contract with what would’ve been a reflexive cough, had he not swallowed it. So soon? “I still have the exercise debrief in the morning and then graduation.” He couldn’t miss graduation. He wanted to hear his name when the instructors presented the top trainee award. And as far as he knew, he’d have a few weeks of lectures and country briefings at Langley before leaving for Tunisia.

      “The climate in Tunisia is changing dramatically. With the brazen shootout by the terrorists at the resort hotel and the government’s deteriorating ability to counteract the rise in terrorist activity within its borders, we need to get in there and disrupt extremist cells before Tunisia is overrun, much like what many of the North African states are facing. Tunisia is a young republic. We can’t let it fall.”

      Dolf nodded in agreement. Although he wouldn’t be able to spend nearly the amount of time with Zee that he had planned, Dolf was a stickler for rules and obeying orders. In the years that he’d been employed as an analyst with the Agency, he had observed that the organization operated more efficiently when its people were on task. The ship didn’t need a few thousand rudders or it wouldn’t go anywhere nor get anything important accomplished.

      That meant a few hours less time with Zaire before he had to pack, but a few hours was all he needed to exert dominance. Perhaps they’d pass each other in the hallways at Langley headquarters when they were back from their missions, but the chances of that occurring in the near future were slim to none. They were trained to be field agents and they belonged in the field. He didn’t even have any idea where she was headed after tomorrow. With her gorgeous almond-colored skin tone, he figured she’d be stationed in South America or Southeast Asia. If he could remember what her second language was, it would help narrow down her assignment, but in the end it really didn’t matter. Chances were they’d be on two separate continents with missions that could last years.

      “I hear you are in the running for top marks.”

      As if his father didn’t know. The man practically ran the training program. Still, Dolf grinned. “It’s true.”

      “You and another…”

      “Yes, Agent Baker.”

      “Yes…” Raúl peered at him through narrowed lashes. “I’m shocked anyone stood a chance against my son.”

      Dolf swallowed thickly. Raúl Ortega was a proud man. Dolf was even prouder to be called his son. Even though he was the youngest of the three, he had never received any special treatment. The Perrera brothers were expected to excel in everything, to conquer whatever challenge they faced, and to never concede first place. While Diego and Rodrigo chose other careers, Dolf was only too eager to follow in his father’s footsteps and join the Agency. It was a chance to stand apart from his brothers, prove his worth, and earn his father’s respect.

      “Zee…” Dolf cleared his clogged throat. “Agent Baker’s been under the microscope since she arrived. Never follows orders and ends up just barely completing assignments.”

      Raúl’s lips curved into a grin. “I’m well aware. You’re saying she isn’t worthy of the honor?”

      Worthy? Not a chance. “It’s mine,” Dolf said with a raise of his chin. “I’m sure you already know that I aced all exams, came in first on all tasks⁠—”

      “Tied with Zee on a few, if I recall correctly.”

      Couldn’t he, for once, be wrong? No, he was Raúl Ortega. Perfection personified. The most decorated clandestine agent in the modern era. Even if there was the possibility Raúl Ortega could be mistaken, he’d twist the truth until it substantiated whatever he’d said. “Doesn’t change the fact that I was made lead in this last exercise,” Dolf said, miffed.

      “Weren’t you still outside the house when the instructor called time?”

      He was watching the whole time? He had to have seen him with Zee afterwards.

      At the sound of Dolf’s jaw cracking, Raúl laughed. “My son…my youngest son. Always trying to prove himself.” Raúl rested his elbows on his knees and leaned in close. “This is just training. How well do you think you’ll fare in the real world? With real rounds and not sims? Killing real terrorists…not watching role players get up off the ground uninjured.”

      Dolf clenched his fists. The harsh insinuation, within a snide tone, that he wasn’t ready for the task ahead heated his blood. His heart raced beneath his ribcage and he could swear the car’s dim light was taking on a reddish hue.

      The smile faded from his father’s face with the elder’s silent observation of his son. Dolf forced his fingers to extend. He couldn’t punch his own father in the face no matter how much he wanted to. For one, his career would be over before it started and he had worked too long and too hard to allow his father’s goading to distract him from his lifelong goal.

      Dolf suddenly felt like he was seven years old again, waiting on a stool in the kitchen as his father reviewed his homework. One wrong answer and he’d be grounded in some fashion. But when they were all correct?

      Dolf held his father’s steady gaze. Everything was right. He’d submitted all work with not a single wrong answer. It was time his father acknowledged his efforts.

      “We’re here at your dorm,” Raúl said, interrupting Dolf’s line of thought. “A car will pick you up in the morning to take you to the airfield, so don’t even think about joining your class in the main room or you’ll miss the shuttle.” His hard expression was cracked by the tiny smile. “I’ll mail your mother your graduation certificate,” he said with a chuckle.

      “I’ll be ready.”

      “Try not to get drunk.”

      Oh, he was going to be drunk tonight for sure, but not due to libations. Dolf opened the door and hopped out.

      “And, son…”

      Dolf looked back into the dark vehicle. His heart nearly skipped a beat at his father’s soft voice. “Yeah?”

      “You did a good thing passing the course, Adolfo. I can continue to hold my head up high at the office knowing a son of mine could actually fill his father’s shoes.”

      Dolf knew that that was as much as Raúl Ortega could muster, yet it didn’t bring Dolf the joy or satisfaction he had long imagined. Instead, an uneasy feeling swept over him. Didn’t he know he already had a son who had followed in his footsteps? He has to know Ricardo is also an agent. Wasn’t he proud of him? Raúl Ortega was part of the Agency’s senior leadership corps. In fact, Dolf didn’t even know his father’s title. It was classified at the highest levels.

      Dolf wiped at the sweat on his brow thanks to the heat from the car. “Uh, thanks, Dad.” Before his father could say another word, Dolf shut the door and beat on the side of the car to signal to the driver that it was okay to take off. Dolf watched the vehicle disappear around a corner.

      What about his other sons? Alejandro and Rafael were federal law enforcement officers who were quite skilled in their own right. He can’t exactly classify them as failures. Especially not Ricardo, who had recently killed the terrorist mastermind behind a US embassy bombing in Dubai earlier that year.

      Dolf entered his room with a groan. From the bathroom came the heavy sound of running water. His roommate, Johnny, was still occupying the shower. Dolf pounded on the door. “Hurry up!”

      “Almost done!” In a few minutes, Johnny emerged with a towel wrapped around his waist. His cut form was still dripping with water. “What’s with you? You gotta date tonight, or what?”

      “Or what,” Dolf responded curtly. He tossed a pair of jeans into his travel bag before heading toward the bathroom.

      Johnny laughed. “You’re gonna try to get with her tonight, aren’t you?”

      Dolf froze.

      “Yeah, I knew it. All that arguing the two of you do is nothing but simple foreplay. You guys are gonna get caught. You know that, right? You’re supposed to be clandestine. Look up the word before we leave the Farm and make sure you know definition,” Johnny teased.

      Dolf glanced at Johnny over his shoulder. “I’m actually leaving early tomorrow morning for my assignment. I was just told a few minutes ago.”

      “Uh-huh.” Johnny furiously rubbed a smaller towel over his dark spiked hair.

      “It’s true,” Dolf argued.

      “It’s also true that you’ve got it bad for Zee, and since it’s our last night here, you’ve got no other choice than to go for it.”

      Dolf hurried into the bathroom. He heard Johnny’s snickering behind him the whole way.

      Johnny was right.

      He had to go for it.
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      With her towel, Zaire gave a few final pats to her still-wet natural curls. She didn’t have time to do anything special with her hair — which was always high-maintenance — since everyone was heading to the pub for one last round. It was best to put her hair back into her signature slicked-back ponytail. She’d taken too much time in the shower trying to wash off every last speck of dirt from their nighttime mission in the woods…and the grime from Adolfo Perrera.

      The nerve of that guy! To insinuate that she would ever allow him to take the lead with her, at any time, was preposterous. And I don’t have a problem with authority. I can play on a team. Which was exactly what had happened tonight. The instructor had complimented the whole team, not just her. Where did Dolf get off psychoanalyzing her at the end of their exercise? Training was over. Done. They had won, end of story. It didn’t matter how messy the middle was; actually, the middle wasn’t messy at all with her at the helm.

      She wasn’t so upset about his chastisement as she was about how she felt when he implied that he had a chance to be with her. Dolf was incredibly gorgeous, with cappuccino-colored skin and seductive eyes as dark as coal. The level of masculinity he exuded just by existing in any space was alarmingly overwhelming. Every girl in their class — well, those that had actually made it to the end — had voted Dolf as the sexiest recruit. Almost all had tried in some way or another to get his undivided attention, yet each had reportedly failed. Zee took pride in knowing she hadn’t thrown herself at him like the others. She wasn’t easily impressed by testosterone-filled arrogant men, born with silver spoons in their mouths, whose fathers were able to get them a job when everyone else — everyone like her — had to work, essentially from birth, to make themselves the perfect candidate for the most exclusive job in the country: a clandestine agent for the Central Intelligence Agency.

      He thinks he can have anything he wants just by declaring it so. Well, Dolf, you can’t have me. After tying her hair back, Zaire nodded definitively at her reflection in the bathroom mirror, feeling a touch more confident. Although she had always considered herself few on insecurities and full on self-esteem, whenever Dolf smirked and sent her a challenging wink, instead of her blood pumping with the rage she would need to take him down, she tingled — tingled — like a teenage girl with a crush. It infuriated her how with just one look, with the smallest amount of attention, her defenses were compromised. Thank goodness we’re done tomorrow. All she had to do was survive a couple of hours at the pub. It wouldn’t be too bad; there were plenty of people in their class she wanted to have a few final words with, which would keep her occupied until it was time to head back to the dormitory. Theoretically, she could avoid Dolf for the rest of the night.

      “Shouldn’t you be at the pub?”

      Zaire’s hand froze on the bathroom doorknob. Her roommate, Muriel, was talking to someone. Zaire strained to hear the deep voice that responded, but she couldn’t quite make it out. Maybe it’s Johnny.

      Johnny and her roommate were noticeably comfortable with one another. Muriel thought it was fortuitous that both she and Johnny had been picked for the same follow-on assignment. Even though the instructors warned them about falling in love in the field, neither her roommate nor Johnny appeared eager to abide by that order. We’re falling in love before going into the field, Muriel had once said. So, their point is moot. Zee shook her head recalling Muriel’s reasoning. Getting together the very night before training was over? They were risking everything. Their careers… I couldn’t do that, Zee thought. I’ve worked too hard to get where I am to make that mistake. She tightened the towel around her chest and opened the door.

      Muriel chuckled. “Good luck. You’re going to need it.”

      Mouth agape, Zaire watched Muriel pat Dolf on the shoulder and round him to exit their room. Dolf nearly filled every inch of the doorway and had a confident grin on his face. His eyes followed Muriel out for a few seconds before they landed on her. He raked her with an appreciative gaze.

      “Wha…what are you doing here?” Zaire hissed. “Get out!”

      “I think we both know why I’m here,” he said quietly before stepping further into her room and closing the door behind him.

      The quiet sound of the locking mechanism made her swallow thickly. Dolf’s gaze had turned from cocky to darkly possessive. He had one thing on his mind — taking the lead. No! This is your last night here. You’re not screwing this up by… She stopped her thoughts from going into dark, forbidden places where she’d lose all sense of direction. Her gaze slowly descended over the dark leather jacket draping his broad shoulders, the grey V-neck shirt that strained across rippled abs, and the dark jeans that covered the long legs of his six-feet-two-inch frame.

      Zaire rallied her determination to stay in control of the situation. Dolf might be a favorite of their instructors, but he’d get no preferential treatment from her — especially in her room. She marched forward, her grip firm on her towel. “You need to leave. I won’t tell you again.”

      His lips curved to one side. “You’re right. You won’t tell me again.”

      He was incorrigible. “I really want to see everyone else tonight…at the pub.”

      “It’s our last night…”

      His lips dropped slightly, the teasing in his eyes gone. The nostalgia in his voice momentarily sidetracked her resolve and she nodded. “It’s been…interesting.” She took a small step back toward the bed, where her clothes were laid out. She hoped with the slight downshift in the atmosphere, he’d take the hint and allow her to dress in peace.

      She spoke too soon.

      His strides were swift. In a second she was flush against his chest, and his arms were like steel, locking her in a tight, impenetrable embrace. “Dolf⁠—”

      His lips crashed into hers. She struggled to keep her brain from turning into mush the more his mouth demanded her submission. His hands curved past her hips and around to her backside. She felt her body being lifted and pressed firmly into him. He whispered her name and his need for her in Spanish before his teeth nipped at the sensitive flesh beneath her earlobe.

      She couldn’t have a hickey on the last day. “Dolf, please!” Even to her it sounded as if she were begging for more. He chuckled and found her lips again. This time his kiss was softer, yet still insistent. He was utterly amazing. Exceptional. The longer their tongues danced, the more the memory of her name slipped from her brain.

      His hands were firm on her waist…pressing. No, guiding. Were they moving backward? The only thing behind her was the bed. If they fell on it, she wouldn’t escape it until morning.

      She pressed both hands against his chest and pushed…hard. His arms loosened and she maneuvered out.

      “Zaire…”

      “Adolfo…” She struggled to catch her breath — and her towel as it started to slip from around her chest. “We’re done in the morning. You’re going to Tunisia and I’m going to Venezuela. Nothing can come of this.”

      He cocked a brow at her. “Well, that’s kind of the point.”

      Her blood reached a fevered temperature. “I’m the last notch on your belt before you head overseas, is that it?” she said hotly.

      “We both want the same thing. Don’t act like we haven’t been doing this dance for months.” His eyes challenged her to admit the truth. “I know you want me.” He smiled. “And you know I want you. And, unfortunately”—he frowned and his eyes went heavenward—“we don’t have until the morning.”

      “What?”

      “I’m leaving at first light. They need me in Tunisia sooner than expected. At most, we have a couple of hours.”

      Zaire put her hands on her hips. “A couple of hours?” A shorter period of time wasn’t exactly her point. But still… “So, you thought you could just come in here and…and…for a couple of hours and then head off?”

      His face, flushed with the heat of passion, slowly turned dark as they stared at each other in silence. She waited for his answer, but what could he say? That’s exactly what he had planned to do. It didn’t matter that perhaps, yes, they’d been dancing the tango throughout the course. Their arguments were often heated, fueled by their attraction for one another. But he really thought she’d appreciate a quick lay? That she was only worth a few hours in bed?

      “Zee…”

      “I’d rather you not have shown up. I’m worth more than what you have to offer,” she said through clenched teeth, her finger pointing to her chest. “I deserve more than this. Maybe it’s nothing to you, but you don’t get to treat me like nothing. I don’t consent to that.”

      Dolf nodded slowly. He stood silent, appearing stunned at her rebuke. His eyes, holding a look of longing and awareness, flickered over her face. Was he actually seeing her for the first time?

      “You’re right. You are worth more,” he said softly. He backed away. “My mistake for thinking…doesn’t matter.” He unlocked the door and opened it wide. “I guess I’ll see you at the pub. If I don’t get a chance to say it, take care of yourself.”

      He stepped out and quietly closed the door. Zaire put a hand over her eyes and sighed heavily. For a moment, in his arms, she really, truly wished she wasn’t worth what she had claimed. The culmination of months-long intensity between the two of them had nearly burst through her dam of resistance.

      And now the heat she’d just felt had turned arctic, much to her displeasure.

      They were never going to see each other again. A whole ocean and countries would separate them, and who knew how many more assignments they would be given before they’d reach the age or retirement. Chances were tonight was the only time she could satiate her frayed nerves.

      Zaire struggled into her clothing, her trembling body fatigued by the day’s events and her mind sluggish from her encounter with Dolf. His voice would haunt her for a long time. Her name had never been whispered so sweetly, and with so much desire. How he nearly had her…so close were they to falling into something too brief to ever satisfy.

      On her way to the pub, Zee considered her only option: avoid Adolfo. They’d make a clean break. Each of them had their respective missions, and the needs of the Agency came first.
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      “There must be some mistake.”

      Zaire looked down at the map in her hand. The directions to the safe house were scribbled on the side in a familiar code she had learned before stepping off the plane in Venezuela. “I’m supposed to be stationed here, at the embassy.” Please, please let there be some sort of misunderstanding. They can’t possibly be sending me into the jungle!

      “I’m afraid there’s no mistake, Miss Baker,” the lady with the silver hair and the thin lips said rather curtly. “As you’re aware, plans often change. This shouldn’t come as a surprise to you. You’ve been prepared for this.”

      “They changed in a matter of hours?” It hadn’t been more than twelve since her last layover. Her entire mission had changed while she was in the air readying for life in Venezuela.

      The woman adjusted her blood-red-rimmed glasses and gave Zaire a haughty scan. “You’re obviously new and have a lot to learn. Consider this your first lesson.” She held out a packet. “I hope you can keep up. We have important work to do here and if you’re not up to the task, we’ll need to assign someone else immediately.”

      “No!” Zaire said hastily. “I’m ready. This was just…a bit unexpected. I haven’t exactly brought my bug spray.” She chuckled and offered the lady a weak smile with little hope it would cover her blunder. The woman was not
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