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Chapter 1
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DESMON

It’s been a month since Amanda and Kelley came to the ranch, and we have got absolutely no where on this ghost case. 

That’s what it’s been deemed as-the Ghost Case.

These people are fucking with us and bouncing signals off of every tower they can find in the world. Drew and I thought we were the best of the best at IT, but these people are above us. We have to find them so these two blonde bitches can go back to where they came from.

Kelley doesn’t seem to be so bad, but Mandy, she has an attitude. She bitches about everything except Lou’s cooking. 

Drew’s future wife, Bailey, has taken Kelley and Mandy under her wing and they seem to be best friends. When we have some down time, they are all out by the pool. 

I’m sick of seeing...her and all of her fucking sexiness. If she was ugly, it would help. But that golden blonde hair, big, beautiful lips, and blue eyes, fuck...I need a cold shower.

I head to my room for the third time today and...fucking woman. 

I think staying in the office is the best idea. I may just move there until she is gone. Her high and mighty attitude toward me really irritates me. 

***
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DINNER IS AT SIX EVERY night. 

Lou is one of the best cooks in the world and she is also lethal. Lou greets me as I enter the kitchen. “Hey Dez, you okay? You seem out of sorts.”

I grumble and growl under my breath. “Fine.” 

She smiles, “Okay. Can I get you anything? We’ve still got a couple of hours before dinner.”

“Do you have any coffee made?” I look over at the coffee pot.

“Of course I do. I always have a fresh pot ready. Get you a cup. Go relax in the den. You seem really stressed.” Lou is working at the kitchen sink. She always seems to be in a good mood. 

I wish I could be in a good mood all the time. I wonder what her secret is. “Hey Lou, why are you always happy?”

“Regular sex with my husband. He curls my toes.” She giggles like a school girl.

My mouth falls open. “Lou.” I drag her name out. I’m in shock when she said that.

“What? Have you not noticed the attitude of your brother Drew lately? He’s happier than I’ve ever seen him, and I know he and Bailey have been going at it like rabbits. Sex is a part of life, Dez. You need to get laid.” She continues to do whatever it is she is doing at the sink. 

“I’m not sure this is the type of conversation we need to be having. Damn, Lou.” I start to walk off.

“Dez?”

“Yes ma’am.”

Lou is staring out the kitchen window, and out of the blue she says, “Mandy isn’t who you think she is. Give her a chance.” She turns and faces me. “She’s a remarkable woman. I’ve heard part of her story. I’ve also seen how you look at her.”

“I look at her like she needs to not be here. Anyway, she’s not my type. Thanks though.” I walk out of the kitchen and make my way to the den with my coffee. 

As I take a sip of my coffee, I look out the window that looks out over the pool. Aren't we supposed to be working? Those women are out there all the time. I know it's Texas, I know it's hot, but good Lord. 

They're all three, Mandy, Bailey, and Kelley, lying in the lounge chairs just opposite me. I have a clear view of all three women in their bikini bathing suits. My brother picked a good woman. Bailey seems to be good for him. She's nice, she's gorgeous, and she fits him.

Kelley and Mandy are both tall, blonde, and could have any man they want. I'm sure they have the men at the Pentagon falling all over themselves just to get to them. Kelley seems nice. She's always apologizing for Mandy's actions, which she should not do.

I stare at Mandy, and as if she knows I'm watching, she looks up at me. She had been smiling at something one of the girls had said, and then when she saw me looking at her, the smile left. Yeah, she's not my type. She's rude and hateful and quiet.

And what did Lou mean by she's heard part of her story? What story? She's, what, 25? She can't have much of a story. I take another sip of my coffee, and we continue to stare at each other. Why am I standing here staring at a woman I can't stand?

I turn to go sit down and read the newspaper as my brother Dean walks through the door.

Dean laughs, “You know, if you quit staring at her and actually have an adult conversation with the woman, you might get to know her a little bit. She's actually very interesting. What is it with you and her? You're rude to her, she's rude to you. You don’t even know each other.”

I snarl at him. “And just what do you know about her? Nothing. Same as me. Ever since she walked her ass into that conference room in DC, she has been nothing but a pain in my side. It's like she looked at me and decided all of a sudden I just wasn't good enough to be in her little bubble.”

Dean takes the seat on the leather sofa. “Look little brother, you need to get off your high horse. That day we met those women in the conference room in DC, they were both under a lot of stress. Mandy more so than Kelley.”

“How so?”

Dean looks at me again with a more serious tone to his face. “Not my story to tell brother, but I will tell you this, she's a remarkable woman. Someone you should really get to know.” He pulls his phone out of his pocket and starts scrolling.

I don't say anything back to the asshole. He has no idea what he's talking about. He's known her as long as I have.

I turn my attention back to the newspaper and read it as I drink my coffee. 

Just what kind of story does she have to tell.
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MANDY

“Mandy, hey, what’s wrong? You were just laughing and now you aren’t even listening. Hey, earth to Mandy.” 

I hear her, Kelley is trying to get my attention. But I’m staring at an asshole deluxe. As soon as I saw him I knew he was a jerk. I could just tell. He uses women and then throws them away when he’s done. I know the type, very well.

“Mandy!” This time I hear Bailey’s voice.

“What?”

“Are you okay?” 

I look between Kelley and Bailey, they are now sitting on the edge of their lounge chairs facing me. “Oh, yeah. I’m fine. I need to go shower. Get this oil off of me. We really should be working. This place is a distraction.”

Kelley laughs, “It is, then it isn’t. There are a shit ton of cowboy butts around here that are so nice to look at. Besides, we haven’t had a threat in a month. Maybe they have moved on to someone else.”

Bailey looks between Kelley and I, “I’m going to go shower too. I need to check in with Drew. He left on a mission this morning. I’d like to find out how it’s going.”

Kelley finally concedes, “Fine. Let’s give up this glorious sunshine and warm weather to go look at a computer screen. Look, over there,” she points in the direction of three cowboys walking across the side yard. “Now that’s something I could get used to. I like it here.”

Bailey laughs, “Let’s go horndog, before we have to pry you out of a cowboys embrace.” Bailey stands and pulls Kelley up from her lounger.

They both stand staring at me.

“What?” I ask as I start to get up.

“We were waiting for you. This was your idea, going inside and worrrkkking.” Kelley drags out the word working like it’s a terrible gross something-or-other. 

We all laugh.

Bailey heads for the main house and Kelley and I make our way to the guest house.

It’s actually a really nice place. It’s much bigger than anything I would have in Washington. I hate my apartment. It’s tiny, noisy, and too close to people. I’m not much of a people person, and this place actually is a great place. If that asshole wasn’t here, it would be much better. Ignoring him seems to help.

Kelley looks at me as we walk through the door. “What was that all about?”

I shrug, “Nothing. It was nothing. I just think if we are supposed to be working, we need to work. This is not a vacation. We have a major threat. We need to find the threat and get back to our real lives.”

Kelley laughs, “I don’t know about you, but this is a really nice way to live around here. I wouldn’t mind sticking around longer.”

“Not me, I need more structure, less...people.”

She laughs harder, “You live in Washington DC, there is no place with more people in such a small area than that. What the fuck is really going on with you? You have been in a mood since we arrived.”

“Nothing, I’m heading to the shower.” I move toward my room.

“Wait!” Kelley stops my forward movements. “There is something going on and it’s with one of the brothers. Which one? Dean? He’s such a nice guy.”

“No, not Dean. Desman. He’s an ass.” I blurt out without thinking.

Kelley smiles at me, “You haven’t had two words with him without arguing with him. Why do you think he’s an ass? He seems nice to me.”

“I know his type. He uses people then gets rid of them when they are of no use to him.” I turn to walk to my room. 

She yells after me, “He may not be as bad as you think he is. You might have him pegged all wrong.”

I ignore her and head to my ensuite. Turning on the shower, I get my things ready. My thoughts drift to the tall handsome cowboy that thinks he’s God’s gift to women. Yes, he’s handsome. Yes, he’s tall. Yes he’s a cowboy. All a combination for disaster. 

I shower, get dressed, and put on a pair of cut-off shorts and a tank top. It’s fucking hot in Texas. When I walk back to the living room, my phone goes off. I answer it. “This is Amanda.”

“Amanda, this is John Presley.”

“Yes sir, has there been another threat?”

The Vice President sighs, “I need to see if you or Kelley can come back to Washington for a briefing. The president and joint chiefs are wanting to know if you’ve made any progress on finding the threat.” 

“Yes sir, I’ll be there as soon as I can find a flight.” 

“Amanda, use the Steele plane to get here. They’ll let you.” The Vice President has no idea about these people. He uses them like Dez would use a woman.

“Yes sir, I’ll check with one of the brothers. I’ll be there soon.”

“Send me your travel literary when you have a flight plan. I’ll set the meeting accordingly.” The Vice President acts like this is easy to do.

“Yes sir.” 

The line goes dead. 

I walk out of my room and Kelley is standing in the living room on her phone. I assume she’s talking with the same person I just talked with.

I walk to the refrigerator and pull a bottle of water out. As I open it, Kelley looks over at me. “You have to go to Washington?”

“You don’t?” I give her a surprised look.

“He wants me to stay here and keep working with Bailey on this issue. When do you leave?”

I sigh, “As soon as I talk with the brothers to see if I can use the plane.”

Kelley motions her arm wide, “Let’s go. It will be painless. The last time I saw them they were in the living room. Come on.”

It’s Saturday, so none of the brothers went into the office. Drew is on a mission, leaving Desmon, Dean, and Dayton here to keep us girls in line. 

We walk through the kitchen, saying hello to Lou, and make our way to the living room. When we walk in, Dayton and Dean stand and smile at us. Desmon gives Kelley a smirk and then he sneers at me. What the fuck?

Kelley talks, thank goodness. “I’m sorry to bother you guys. But we have a situation we need some help with.”

Dayton smiles, “What can we do for our lovely guests?”

Kelley continues, “Mandy needs to borrow the plane to fly back to Washington. The Vice President has requested a meeting with her, the president, and the joint chiefs. Is that possible?”

Desmon answers, “One of us will have to go with you.”

“Yes,” Dayton agrees. “Desmon, accompany Ms. Mandy to DC. Get the flight plan and let Jess and Red know so they can get things ready.”

Desmon looks at his brother, “Why me? Why can’t you?”

Dayton smiles, “Because I said so.”

“I’m the oldest, I should stay.” Desmon sounds like a child. 

Dayton laughs, “I always make the plans, I’m the president of the company, and I set up everyone’s schedules. You will accompany Mandy to DC. Plan made. Now, go tell Red and Jess to get their gear together so you can get her to her destination.”

Dez stands there for a minute staring at Dayton. 

Kelley and I look at each other and shrug. Kelley finally says, “Just let us know when you are ready. Mandy needs to go pack. It will be an overnight stay in DC. Also, can you text the VP and give him the flight plan when you have it?”

“Absolutely.”

“Thanks Dayton.” Kelley grabs my arm, and we head back through the house.

“Great, I’m going to be stuck with the asshole.” I say this as we pass through the kitchen.

Lou laughs, “Dez is an asshole, but he can be a teddy bear if you give him the chance.”

My mouth drops open because she knew who we were talking about. That just confirms my suspensions that he is an asshole.

Fucking great, this is not going to be a fun trip.
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DEZ

“What the fuck? Why do I get stuck babysitting the brat of all brats?” I look at my brother that is just younger than me with disgust.

He laughs, “You aren’t babysitting. Mandy is thirty years old and very capable of taking care of herself. You just need to make sure that she is kept safe. If anything happens to these women while we are on this case, the President will never trust us with another job, and we’ll lose our government standing.” He composes himself. “She’s a nice lady that just needs a man to escort her to Washington. I’m sure you will be able to stay at her place. Relax, big brother, and take it like a mission. I’m going to call Red and get the flight scheduled for in the morning. Go pack, asshole.”

“Right now, you are the asshole. This is not fair. Why not send one of the other guys? I know anyone of the them would love to escort her highness to her business trip.” I move to the window and look out the back at the guest house. I can’t see any movement inside, but I know she is in there. 

“Go pack. You are going.” Dayton pulls his phone out of his pocket and starts talking to Red.

“Fucking asshole.” I move to leave the room and Dean walks in.

“Hey, what’s going on?” Dean moves to the bar we have set up in the corner near the right side of the fireplace.

“Your asshole brother is making me fucking babysit the brat from hell on a trip. I’ll be back in two days, if I survive.” I storm out of the room.

Dean is laughing so hard I can hear him all the way up the stairs.

Stupid assholes.

***
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THE NEXT MORNING, MANDY and Kelley are sitting at the island with Bailey, drinking coffee. I had texted Mandy the details of the flight last night, so I didn’t have to talk to her. 

I make my way to the coffee pot not speaking to any of the women as they are chattering back and forth.

Lou emerges from the pantry. “Well, good morning, sunshine. Want some breakfast before your flight?”

“No, coffee is fine, Lou, thank you.” I pour my coffee and make my way to the living room.

The assholes are in the living room drinking coffee. Dean is watching something on his phone. Dayton is messing with his laptop, and the little brother has returned, Drew is drinking coffee by the window. 

“Well, good morning assholes.” I address the room.

“Good morning, fuck face.” Drew smiles at me and takes another drink of his coffee.

“What’s up, dickhead?” Dayton asked.

“Well, the royal pain has awakened,” Dean doesn’t usually make crude comments like the rest of us. 

I take a drink of my coffee. “When is Red going to be here?”

“Red and Jess will be here in about twenty minutes. We have an issue.” Dayton looks up from his laptop. “Once Red and Jess drop you and Mandy off in Washington, they need to refuel and head back. I need them to fly Drew and his team to a mission. I’ve booked you and Mandy a commercial flight back, first class of course.”

“What mission?” I look at Drew.

Drew answers, “We have had a threat in Seattle, of all places. We have to go check it out. See if it’s a viable threat or another goose chase.”

“Great. So, now I have to babysit the princess on a commercial flight. This should be fun.” I down the rest of my coffee. “I’m going to get my bag.” I head upstairs.

I run to the bathroom and use it, make sure everything in my room is put away, and grab my bag. I make my way back downstairs, and Mandy is waiting on me in the foyer. 

Red walks through the front door, “Hey boss, y’all ready.”

Red Proctor has been with us for years. He was part of Dean’s unit, he was his commander. When we started SSI, Red was the first one that Dean called to come on board. He’s the oldest team member, but don’t let his forty-four years fool you. He can run circles around the rest of us. 

He’s six foot tall, weighs about two-fifty, and is the stoutest man I’ve ever met. His red hair, grey beard, and soft-spoken mannerisms would fool you. He’s a deadly weapon. 

When he was overseas, he found out his wife was in the hospital. By the time he got home, she had passed. It devastated him and he spent the better part of the next three years in the bottle. Dean found him, got him to rehab, and he’s been with us ever since. He’s a great man and someone that I would want on my side in any battle.

I had Red, Mandy’s small bag. “Ready as I’ll ever be. Let’s get going.”

Red laughs, “Jess is at the plane doing the final walk through. We should be in the air in the next thirty minutes.” Red head to the waiting SUV.

I look at Mandy, “Let’s go.”

She rolls her eyes at me, and we head to the waiting SUV. “Why do you have to be such an asshole?”

“I don’t know, princess. Why do you have to be so uppity?” I open the door.

She slides into the backseat, “I am not uppity.”

I slam the door shut, open the front passenger door, and get in. 

Red is in the driver’s seat. “This should be a fun flight.”

“Just drive.”

Red laughs as he puts the vehicle in motion, and we head to the airstrip we have on our property. 

We get on board, Red and Jess head to the cockpit, and I sit in my usual seat, front row, center.

Mandy chooses to sit in the back row by the window.

Good, at least we won’t have to talk.
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MANDY

The asshole sits in the front of the plane, center, like he’s someone special. He’s an ass and there isn’t any other way to explain him. Fucking asshole. 

I look out the window as we taxi down the runway. If you can call it that. It’s a straight piece of land with concrete for a short runway. 

The Gulfstream lifts as we take flight and a man’s voice comes over the speaker. “Please stay in your seatbelt until we level off, then feel free to get up and get a drink or snack. Lou packed a mess of food in the back.”

I pull my book out of my bag and start reading.

Asshole says, “Do you need some gum or anything for your ears?”

“No, I’m fine.” Well, that was nice of him. Maybe he has a nice side.

“I was just going to say there is some gum there in the side pocket of the chair you are in. We keep it in all the pockets for anyone that has issues with altitude. I wouldn’t want you to not be able to hear during your meeting in the morning.” 

Was that being sarcastic or nice? I’m not sure. I reach down in the pocket he indicated and sure enough, there is a package of fresh mint gum. “Um, thank you.”

“Yeah, no problem.” He goes back to reading his phone or whatever it was he was doing.

I put a stick of the minty gum in my mouth and return to reading my romance novel. It’s getting spicy.

***
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I HEAR THE SAME MALE voice come over the speaker two hours later. “We will be arriving in DC in about thirty minutes. Please make sure you have your seatbelt on and ready for decent.”

“You doing okay back there?” Dez asks.

“Oh, um, yeah, I’m fine. Thank you.” Why is he being so nice?”

“What time is your meeting?” He asks.

I look at my watch. “I actually was able to get it moved to this afternoon at three.”

“We have a car waiting for us at the airport when we get there. They will take us directly to the Pentagon. I was told we were staying at your place tonight. I hope that’s okay.” Who the hell is this guy?

“Sure, no problem.” I don’t need to be nice. I have no reason.

“Dayton booked us a flight back in the morning. I hope ten isn’t too early.” 

“No, that’s fine. I’ll be ready.” I feel the plane start to descend.

“Hang on, it’s a little bumpy.” The voice on the speaker came over again.

After landing, the large red headed guy comes out of the cockpit. “You guys okay back here? That landing wasn’t supposed to be that bumpy, the wind picked up just as we started our descent.”

Asshole answers, “No, we’re fine. Or at least I am.” Dez looks at me, “You okay?”

“Yeah, I’m fine. Let’s go. I need to get to the Pentagon. My meeting is in two hours. It will take us an hour just driving over there. I hate Washington sometimes.” I start to leave the plane.

Red and Jess are standing near the door. Red says, “We will see you two when you get back to Texas. We are heading back as soon as we can refuel.”

Dez answers him, “Be safe, we’ll see you two in a tomorrow evening.” Dez waves his hand in front of him allowing me to go first down the stairs.

The small airport is a private section of the Ronald Reagan Airport in Virginia just outside of DC. There is a blacked-out SUV sitting at the bottom of the stairs waiting on us, just like Dez said there would be.

He takes my small overnight bag, and puts both our bags in the back of the SUV. The driver of the vehicle opens the passenger side back door and I slide into the plush leather seats. Damn, these boys go in style everywhere they go.

Then the driver’s side back door opens and Dez slides in beside me. He never sits next to me. He always sits in the front, avoiding me at all costs. What is up with this asshole? What does he think...fuck...he’s staying at my condo tonight. I bet he thinks he’s getting lucky
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