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      Outside, you don’t hear a single bird, and a deathly, oppressive silence hangs over the house and clings to me as if it were going to drag me into the deepest regions of the underworld…

      

      I wander from room to room, climb up and down the stairs and feel like a songbird whose wings have been ripped off and who keeps hurling itself against the bars of its dark cage.

      

      ~Anne Frank
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        Lyon, France

        Three years ago

      

      

      She’d broken all the rules. But boy, had it been worth it.

      Eden Kane tried to open her eyes, but they only fluttered before closing again. The effort was too much. Maybe she’d just stay like this forever—her heart pounding, the sweat cooling on her skin, and a very attractive man lying next to her. They were both risking their careers, but love made a person do crazy things.

      “I don’t think I can move,” Jonah Salt murmured against her neck.

      “I’m not complaining. I can’t feel my legs anyway.” Her eyes slowly opened and she noticed some of the candles had guttered out, so the room was cast in shadow instead of a soft yellow glow.

      Jonah had been her partner and trainer for the last eight months. He’d been her friend and mentor. He knew her better than anyone else on the planet, and she knew him. And as of tonight, they were husband and wife. The agency was going to lose its collective mind when it found out.

      They were covert agents for Oblivion, an off-the-books division of the CIA, and they’d just finished a mission they’d been working for months. It hadn’t exactly gone as planned, and now they were waiting to tie up a few loose ends and see what their debriefing orders were.

      The small chateau that had been turned into a boutique hotel was where they’d planned to regroup if the mission was compromised. It was high traffic and touristy, and no one would ever suspect that they were anything other than a normal couple. It was an act they’d perfected dozens of times before.

      But this time had been different. A romantic atmosphere surrounded them at dinner. The wine had flowed freely. And the love and affection they felt for each other could no longer be hidden or contained. Jonah knew how strict her upbringing had been and how she clung to her beliefs. But she’d been on the verge of compromising them when he’d told her he wanted her to be his wife. He loved and respected her, which wasn’t a combination that was always easy to find.

      It hadn’t taken much for him to use his connections and money to find a priest to marry them quickly. It had been a dream—a surreal moment as she’d promised to love and cherish him forever—knowing the time they had together would be brief before the job called them back.

      She could admit the attraction to Jonah had been instant from the moment she laid eyes on him. There was something about the sheer maleness of him that had drawn her in like a moth to flame—a body muscled with years of discipline and determination—calloused hands and the scars of someone who’d lived a lot of life. But it was his eyes that had captivated her—the palest ice blue—intelligent and cunning and wicked at times.

      Jonah hadn’t been quite so quick to warm to her though.

      Eden knew her looks made people underestimate her ability, and she accepted her beauty as a tool—a weapon just as deadly as the knife she perpetually wore in her boot. But others, especially men in this business, didn’t trust her beauty, thinking there was nothing beneath the surface. So she had to continually prove herself and her abilities, and be better than they were. Jonah had been wary to take her on. But she soon proved her looks were nothing more than a distraction to hide the killer she was beneath.

      She’d been Israeli Mossad—one of the elite Kidon assassins—before she’d been captured and tortured by the Syrians. All Mossad agents were trained to withstand various torture techniques, and though the training wasn’t pleasant, it had kept her from spilling secrets that would have betrayed her country. It was an impressive feat for someone as young as she’d been at the time.

      US intelligence agents had rescued her. And she’d been given a choice once she’d been debriefed and made contact with her superiors. She was deemed ineffective by the Kidon since she’d been captured, and she had no wish to be one of the numerous intelligence gatherers who did nothing but stare at a computer screen all day. She belonged in the field. So she’d taken the offer the US had given her. A new identity. A new country. A new team.

      She’d had no family left in Israel, and though her loyalty had always been to her homeland, she felt the move to the United States was the best she could have made. Her two home countries were allies, and she would defend her new country with honor, just as she had her last.

      Her cell phone buzzed—an insistent hum that droned on and on—from the little table across the room. But she was in no hurry to go back to the real world.

      “You need to get that?” Jonah asked, kissing the side of her neck before rolling to the other side of the bed. He sat up and ran his fingers through tousled white-blond hair in need of a trim.

      “That’s my private line, so no. Not until tomorrow. I’ve got the satellite phone if the agency needs to get in touch.”

      He stood without any self-consciousness at all, and she watched in pure female appreciation as the muscles in his back flexed as he stretched. Jonah was an interesting man. Quiet in a lot of ways. He was fourteen years older than her own twenty-six years, and what they said about older men being excellent lovers was true. He knew exactly what he was doing, where to touch and taste to make her blood sing. She couldn’t have imagined a better first experience. He’d cared for her and loved her—made the moment feel special.

      His face was an interesting one rather than handsome. The lines that fanned from his eyes and the corners of his mouth were deep, and his beard was flecked with the occasional strand of white.

      “We’ve got an early morning tomorrow,” he said. “The boat will be here to pick us up for debriefing.”

      Eden sighed and pulled the covers over her chilled skin. “My favorite part. Do you think they’re going to be more angry that we didn’t get the identity of Proteus or that we got married without getting clearance?

      Jonah laughed. “You worry too much about the rules.”

      “Old habits are hard to break,” she said. “I still don’t understand how everything went so wrong so quickly. Francois Renard was the only person we’ve been able to find who’s had direct contact with Proteus. How did they get the explosives in? Renard was right there under surveillance and no one saw anyone else go in or out. We’re going to take the rap for his death.”

      “Maybe a slap on the knuckles,” Jonah said, shrugging. “But it wasn’t our job to keep Renard alive. It was our job to get him out. Those explosives were well placed and well timed. We’re lucky to be alive. In fact, I’m going to be feeling the aches and pains of this mission for a while.” He rubbed his hand over the growth of beard on his face and turned to give her a wry smile. “Fieldwork gets harder as you get older.”

      “If it makes you feel better, I wrenched my knee when we jumped into that drainage ditch.”

      His eyebrows rose in surprise. “You should have said something. I would have been…gentler.” His mouth quirked and she snorted out a laugh. He could always make her laugh.

      “Endorphins make an excellent painkiller.”

      “Hmm, good point,” he said. “Don’t feel bad about losing Renard. We’ll find out who Proteus is sooner or later. He’s on every worldwide agency’s watch list.”

      Eden licked her lips and debated whether or not to pass along the information she had. He was her partner. Now her husband. And it wasn’t that she didn’t trust him. She trusted him with her life. But her Mossad training ran deep, and she wasn’t used to sharing viable information. She wasn’t used to having a partner, period.

      Before she could change her mind, she decided to tell him what she’d learned. “I’ve got a contact from back home. He thinks he’s got a line on the identity of Proteus, and I’ve been waiting for him to get in touch.”

      Jonah’s brows shot up. “Really? How did he get close enough to get an identity? Can your informant be trusted?”

      “Shai isn’t Mossad, but he works special assignments on occasion for the Israeli government as a contractor. He told me he set a trap for Proteus. You know how we have that partial recording of Proteus’s voice talking to Renard?”

      Jonah nodded. “Right, but the voice was distorted.”

      “Shai is a genius with computers. He didn’t care about the voice. He wanted to use the partial set of numbers Proteus gave to Renard for payment. Shai was able to use those numbers to find the account. And from there he said it was simple to lay a trap. The next time Proteus gets online, Shai will have his identity.”

      “Very clever of your friend. Good work,” he said, nodding approvingly.

      “You’re not angry at me for keeping it from you?”

      “Not at all, love. We all have secrets. Secrets are our line of business. But I’m glad you trusted me enough to tell me. You and I are going to be quite a team.” He came toward her and ran his finger down the gentle slope of her jawline. “I knew you’d be mine from the moment I saw you.”

      “Liar,” she said, laughing. “You told me I wouldn’t last two days under your training. I believe you also told me there was no place for beauty queens in espionage. I was never a beauty queen, by the way.”

      “You and that memory of yours. You never forget anything,” he said, grinning. “And it looks like I was wrong. You lasted more than two days. Now I can’t imagine my life without you in it. My wife.”

      He leaned down and kissed her softly and she felt her heart sigh. She’d never been in love before, and the feeling was both euphoric and terrifying at the same time. She would go to the ends of the earth for this man. Die for him.

      “I’m going to get in the shower,” he said. “Care to join me?”

      “As tempting as that is, I’m not moving from this spot until morning. I’m exhausted. And I’m not sure my legs are ready for walking.”

      He kissed her again and moved toward the bathroom. “You do excellent things for a man’s ego, love. When should your friend have a lockdown on Proteus?”

      “The last I heard from him was the day before we went in for Renard. He said he thought he’d have it within forty-eight hours.”

      “Excellent. You sure you don’t want to join me? I’m feeling very…rejuvenated all of a sudden.”

      “Yes, I can see that,” she said, laughing again. “Why don’t you come back here instead?”

      “You’re a temptress, Agent Kane. But I’m made of stronger stuff than that.”

      He closed the bathroom door behind him, and Eden snuggled down in the covers as the shower turned on. She smiled as she heard him whistling. The man loved to whistle, especially while they were prepping for a job. It was his thinking mechanism, and she knew once he started whistling she needed to be quiet and let him ponder through possibilities. It was just one of the quirks they’d learned about each other over their time together.

      She marveled at the complex creature he was. She’d heard him whistle everything from Metallica to Tchaikovsky. He was currently whistling the theme to Raiders of the Lost Ark, making her chuckle. Someone was feeling adventurous.

      Wasn’t that what love was? Learning each other’s idiosyncrasies—likes and dislikes—how to read each other so you knew what your partner wanted without him having to ask?

      Her phone buzzed again, but she was lost in her thoughts. She never thought a relationship would be something she could have. She’d been trained from her twelfth year for Mossad, and then at eighteen she’d been selected for the elite Kidon. She’d known nothing else. Her future had been determined for her, and she’d always accepted it as it was. There had been no time for dating or thoughts of marriage and family. Only the job.

      But Jonah Salt had taken what she’d known and turned it upside down. He’d been her trainer, her friend, and her lover. And now they had to pray that the agency didn’t reassign them to opposite sides of the globe in retaliation to their union.

      Maybe they needed to keep the secret to themselves awhile longer. Discretion was key and secrets were second nature. Her training had been ingrained and extensive. She could keep her emotions to herself—she’d never cried out once when she’d been tortured by her Syrian captors. And she’d carry the scars on her back and torso forever. But they certainly hadn’t bothered Jonah. He had his own share of scars. The scars were just part of who he was, just as hers were part of who she was.

      She propped up on her elbow when he came out of the bathroom. A towel was slung low on his hips and droplets of water clung to his skin. He’d shaved and his hair was slicked back from his face.

      “It’s dangerous to keep looking at me like that, love.”

      “It’s dangerous to make threats if you don’t intend to follow through,” she said, her voice low and seductive.

      Her phone buzzed again and he moved to the table, distracted by the interruption. She could tell by the short length of the buzz that it was a text message instead of a call.

      “Can you toss that to me?” she said. “I guess they’re not going to leave me alone until I answer.”

      Jonah picked the phone up from the table and looked at the screen. “Looks like your friend found Proteus.”

      Adrenaline surged through her veins at the information. Proteus was one of the most dangerous men in the world. He was the mastermind of too many crimes to count, but there was never enough evidence to pursue. Only statements from witnesses who never managed to survive let them know that he existed at all.

      Eden caught the phone with one hand and glanced at the screen, feeling her blood chill at the information there. She looked up in time to watch Jonah pull the trigger.

      The fact that the bullet was silenced didn’t make it hurt any less when it pierced her chest. The force of it knocked her against the headboard and she struggled to breathe as what felt like molten lead burned through her lungs.

      She stared at the face of her partner—her husband—and she knew she couldn’t hide her surprise. She’d never suspected. Never thought he could be Proteus. And now she’d be dead because of it.

      “Surprised, my love?”

      She sucked in a breath and heard the whistling sound from her lungs. There was no use trying to speak.

      “As you can understand, it’s time for me to leave,” he said. “You’ll have to go through debriefing by yourself. Though I’m not sure they care much at the morgue.”

      His smile was a slash of cruelty and his eyes were cold as ice. Her lips were wet and she tasted the blood as it bubbled from her mouth.

      “Thanks for giving me the name of your informant. I’ll take care of him immediately. And thanks for your virginity. There’s definitely room for improvement in that area. Maybe in your next life.”

      Her gun was in the nightstand drawer. She might have a chance if she could just get to it in time, but she wasn’t sure she could move her arm. She focused on breathing and put the pain away as she’d been trained to do. Her mind zeroed in on the area of her body where the bullet had pierced, slowing the beat of her heart so her blood didn’t pump from the wound quite as fast. She knew how to survive. It was these skills Mossad excelled at over the American agencies.

      Jonah began to dress quickly and he started scattering things across the room, tossing tables and their belongings about. But he kept his eye on her. He knew her training better than anyone. Knew that she could be just as deadly while wounded.

      Eden’s time was running out and she’d never have a better opportunity to try to take him down. She made her move and pulled out the drawer, reaching for the gun inside, but the agony of another bullet had her slumping against the blood-soaked mattress.

      “You could never hope to be better than me, love. You’re too soft. It’s why you failed as a Mossad agent and why you’ve failed now. Didn’t I tell you to never trust anyone? Even your partner? I told you we all have secrets.”

      She didn’t even feel the third bullet as it entered her body. Her eyesight dimmed and the only sound was her waning heartbeat and the soft click of the door as he left her there to die.
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      Present day

      
      Hospitals reminded him of death—the cloying antiseptic that didn’t quite mask the bitter smell of urine and blood, and the insistent beep of machines that pumped life into the fragile human body.

      When it came his time to go, he’d rather be taken out swiftly—in the line of duty preferably—without having to linger and waste away while a machine allowed him a few more precious breaths.

      Nathan Locke waited patiently as his badge was scanned. A couple of people eyed his weapon nervously, but it would be a cold day in hell before he put his sport coat on to cover it. August in Texas was no joke.

      He was finally given clearance to take the elevator to the top floor. His hands were relaxed by his sides, and none of the nerves he felt at being in a hospital were visible. He understood why the meeting had to be here, but he didn’t have to like it. Especially since he’d been called back early from vacation. The time spent with his daughter was precious, even more so since it was limited to holidays and summer vacations. But he’d come anyway.

      The elevator dinged and the doors opened. The scents and sounds were different here than the rest of the hospital—a highly specialized wing for agency employees, where discretion and anonymity were priority.

      It looked more like a hotel than a hospital—the walls were painted a soft green and the rooms were private suites. The carpet, soft and plush beneath his feet, silenced his steps, and he handed his security identification to the nurse at the front desk so she could scribble his name. His mouth quirked in amusement as he noticed she was armed.

      It had been eight weeks since Atticus Cameron, the owner of Dynamis Security, had watched his whole world implode. International private security was a dangerous business, especially when it was governments who were hiring the services that only Dynamis could provide.

      It was a risk Atticus knew all too well and he’d always taken preventative measures to protect his family. But it was impossible to be everywhere all at once, and he’d been helpless when he’d gotten the call that an unidentified vehicle had opened fire on his wife and daughter as they came out of a movie theater.

      He’d buried his wife weeks before. And his daughter, Anna, had been in this hospital since emergency crews had brought her back from the dead. She was still in a coma, having no idea that her mother was dead and her father was barely holding on to his sanity.

      But Anna was a fighter and she’d been through more surgeries than most people had in a lifetime. No one knew why she hadn’t woken from the coma, but each day that passed was a worry.

      Atticus had moved the entire operation of Dynamis to the hospital. He ate, slept and worked there. And Nate knew things must be dire for Atticus to call him while he’d been lounging on a beach in Hawaii with his daughter, Stella, so they’d both hopped on the next flight to Sacramento. His ex-wife had picked up Stella, and then Nate had caught the next leg of his journey to Dallas. He was exhausted, hungry, and irritated by the two hours he’d spent on the runway with a screaming baby two rows behind him. Everyone around him had taken full advantage of the free drinks the flight attendant was giving out. He envied them. But Atticus would expect him to be sober on landing. More’s the pity.

      The door that led into the suite of rooms Atticus had commandeered was open, but Nate knocked before he stepped inside. Atticus Cameron sat behind a desk that had a view of the Dallas skyline and the pulsing heat that sizzled out from the metal skyscrapers. Atticus commanded this territory as if hospitals were his normal place of business—his laptop open and the sleeves of his shirt rolled to the elbows as he talked softly into his cell phone.

      His hair was black as pitch and his eyes like gray fog. One didn’t have to look in them long to know he wasn’t a man to be messed with. The scar that ran along his jawline only added to the danger that surrounded him. Come to think of it
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