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            PROLOGUE

          

          CIAN

        

      

    

    
      The sound of the tattoo needle buzzed in his ear, as harsh and angry as the fluorescent lights. But the artist’s gaze was soft.

      “Are you okay?” she asked, the smile on her pierced lips worried.

      “I’m fine,” he said. Cian Cunningham was used to saying whatever needed to be said to put other people’s minds at ease—used to smiling for the cameras, used to “sucking it up.” Had he ever really smiled? Sure. But only with one person.

      And he’d never see her again—for both of their sakes.

      The artist pressed her needle into a spot above his right nipple, inking the meandering tattoo down from his shoulder, gaze locked on her work now—not on his face. A relief.

      He’d been in this chair for six hours so far, his mind wandering. Was he okay? He’d never been less okay in his life, and he’d spent one fateful summer night tied up in a barn. Shivering. Smelling the dusty hay, the musky odor of horses and shit.

      His chest tightened. He wasn’t an idiot; he knew exactly what he’d done wrong—he’d had three years to consider it. And though he might have deserved the punishment, that didn’t make her less of a cold-hearted bitch. If she had wanted him… he’d have done anything she asked.

      Now, he was just running away.

      In the three years since that summer, he’d been with many women—too many to count. He took them the way they wanted to be taken, made them moan for him, scream for him—come for him. And he’d never felt anything.

      He felt even less on the battlefield. He’d thought the blood on his hands might wake him up—that the iron in his nose would set his synapses firing, blast away this wretched numbness. But he’d been wrong. It had never been mere circumstance that had made him feel alive. It had always been her.

      The woman made him weak.

      He was done being fucking weak.

      The needle lifted from his flesh, and he looked over as the artist wiped the vibrant colors with a towel—cleaning the excess ink from his skin. The blood.

      “Are you sure you want to do all of this today? For a piece this large, people usually sit at least three times.”

      Cian nodded. “It has to be today. I’m only in town for the night.”

      She nodded and lowered the needle to his flesh once more, the tickle intensifying to a stinging burn as she moved it over his rib cage. Leaving him with his thoughts.

      Had he come here to talk himself out of what he was doing with his life? Maybe. But it wasn’t as if the pain would force a revelation about some other path he had not yet considered. His father had surely expected him to return home by now, don a suit, and sit beside him at the head of the table—in a boardroom, he wouldn’t get his hands dirty.

      But oh, he felt dirty. Wanted to be dirty. He knew in his bones that he’d never go home. To be home meant to be near her. To remember.

      His heart accelerated, blood rushing to his head. He could taste her pussy now, so sweet on his lips—could hear her moans echoing in his head. Every inch of her had been absolutely fucking perfect, and the way her hips had arched toward him when she came…

      But she’d screwed him over. Left him without relief, without her, wrists bound so tightly that his fingers had gone numb, his arms aching as badly as his groin. He’d never gotten closure. Only a deep itchiness in his blood, needling his flesh in every place she’d never touched. His heart felt like it was wrapped in a vise—a vise with jagged teeth.

      “Deep breath,” the tattooist said. “Don’t grind your molars to nubs, dude.”

      He wasn’t clenching because of the needles. It actually felt better to wear his pain on the outside—thorns on his flesh that matched those teeth around his heart. The tattoos were something he could touch. A visual reminder of why he was doing what he was doing—why he was running. To refuse to acknowledge it was to leave the door open for reconciliation. Unrequited desire often came with hope.

      And in his current line of work, hope could get you killed.

      Cian relaxed his jaw and settled back in the chair. Let the pain come—all the pain until he burned her memory from his blood.

      He’d spent most of his life chasing Sabrina O’Connor. Loving a woman he’d never have. He needed to get her out of his system. If he actually caught her now, after everything that had happened…

      They’d both come to regret it.
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            SABRINA

          

          FOURTEEN YEARS LATER

        

      

    

    
      Sweat trailed down her back, but the sticky dampness would soon dry to salt in the arid breeze. Every surface in the desert, human or not, wound up blistered and cracked.

      But the table before her was wet. So were her latex gloves, the surgical gown she wore over her thin beige scrubs.

      Sabrina O’Connor took a deep breath, tasting the iron on her tongue, the stink of blood and rot cloying in the back of her throat even through her mask. Open wounds and spreading infection.

      “How long since the injury?” she said. She hated asking questions of those in so much pain—hated that he was still awake at all. But it had been less than twenty seconds since Omar had carried him into the tent. Before the minute mark, he’d be under—asleep.

      “Do you have any heart problems?” she asked. “Allergies, trouble with your lungs?”

      The man’s eyes rolled back in his head. He hissed in a breath and opened his mouth. Screaming echoed through the tent, bouncing against the metal tables.

      The doctor across the gurney winced, his black beard quivering below the mask, dark forehead beaded with sweat. But his gloved hands never ceased moving, ripping filthy clothing away, disinfecting in a frantic race against the clock. Omar answered for their patient as best he could. “When I was carrying him in, he said ‘landmine.’ And that zone⁠—”

      “Is two days’ walk,” Sabrina cut in. Shit.

      She scanned the surgical tent—white cloth ceilings fitted with solar-powered lights, IV stands, metal tables with drawers that contained what meager supplies they had. They’d used the last tourniquet a week ago on an injury much like this one. The truck containing replacement supplies had been robbed at gunpoint. If she ever met those thieving assholes, she’d kick them in the balls.

      The one bright spot was that this man’s wound appeared cleaner than most, the edges smooth instead of ragged, as if his leg had been slashed by a machete instead of blown into haphazard chunks.

      “We need a branch,” Sabrina said.

      The anesthesiologist blinked. Here, his specialty wasn’t any more relevant than hers—heart surgeons and anesthesiologists both wound up treating malaria, amputating limbs, and weighing malnourished babies. Dr. Omar Raisler’s scrub shirt was already stained crimson, an issue he likely hadn’t dealt with since residency.

      “A branch in the desert?” he said.

      “You know what I mean. Something that won’t snap.” The words were not shouted—Sabrina never raised her voice, never had to. She was the head of the operating room back in New York, but more than that, she believed that shouting was a sign of weakness.

      He hustled away. Sabrina’s hands flew over the table, finishing what Omar had started—prepping the area around the wound, holding pressure on his thigh to stem the bleeding.

      She could practically hear her brother Desmond’s voice in her head: This is why you walked away from New York? To work in a place where you, the top heart surgeon in the States, can’t get proper medical equipment? Her four brothers weren’t used to taking no for an answer—weren’t used to going without. Archer, the youngest, had run away from home, shunned the family money, but even he’d ended up a rock star in his own right.

      The tent flap snapped open—Omar was back. Their patient moaned, breath coming hot and fast. Less than a minute had passed since the man had entered the tent, but it felt like an eternity.

      She leaned harder against the wound, his skin warmer than the air, but not as hot as it should be if he’d hobbled two days across the sand.

      He’ll live—if you do your job.

      Sabrina’s vision grayed out, thoughts going blank—pure instinct kicked in as she wrapped a strip of cloth around his thigh and twisted the metal rod Omar had provided, tightening the cloth. Around, around, around.

      She nodded to Omar, who grabbed a plastic oxygen mask and pressed it over the patient’s face.

      “We’re going to put you to sleep now,” Sabrina said. “When you wake up, you should be on your way to recovery, but I can’t save your leg. Do you understand?”

      A nod. His eyes filled. Then Omar flipped the switch to release anesthesia into the mask and slipped a hypodermic into the man’s vein—their third to last needle, the fifth to last dose of pain meds. The man’s eyes closed, a weak moan dying on his lips.

      Sabrina ran to the portable wash station, ripping off her stained scrubs, cleaning her hands and arms, throwing on a new pair of scrubs, and washing again, the harsh soap stinging her nose. By the time she returned, the supplies were out, the bone saw glinting on the table alongside a scalpel.

      “Fuck these assholes and their fucking bombs,” Sabrina muttered. Then she took a deep, sickeningly metallic breath and began.

      Her mind went gray—numb. Muscle memory took over, head occupied by surgical stats, heart rates, the names of muscles, arteries, bones. Such rigid focus that no outside thoughts or—god forbid—emotions could dare sneak in.

      When it was over, sweat peppered her brow, and her shirt stuck to her back. Blood stained her scrubs. But her patient should live with a course of antibiotics. Keyword: should. Things sometimes went sideways out here.

      Things could always go sideways.

      Sabrina cleared the supplies, shoving soiled cloth into a medical waste sack, dropping sharps into a special bin. She set the metal tent rod Omar had given her to the side for sterilization—they might need it again.

      When the station was clean, Omar waved her off with a tired smile and set work adjusting meds in the man’s IV line.

      Sabrina was still shocked that other doctors wanted to take this project on. Yes, she was paying them significantly more than they had been making at their previous jobs, but this was about more than the money. It was a break from the rat race of HMOs and medical billing and exorbitant malpractice insurance costs. This was a chance to do real good.

      She could only hope they still felt that way when the hospital finally opened.

      Sabrina pushed through the flaps and exited their makeshift surgical suite. The sky outside was brilliantly blue, but it wouldn’t stay that way for long. Sandstorms had been a constant threat since she’d arrived six weeks ago.

      She made her way up the row of five treatment and recovery tents, boots grating against the sand. Each of the cloth tents held six or so patients in various stages of recovery—injuries, infections, pneumonia, Hep C. They even had a maternity tent, and their moms and babies survived at a rate far higher than those in the surrounding villages.

      And once they finished construction on their building, they could help more people. She’d hire more doctors, recruit nurses. Her passion project could finally get off the ground.

      Sabrina couldn’t wait.

      The tiny tent she’d called home for the last month sat 100 feet from the back of the last patient tent. She headed that way, trying to ignore the tackiness against her skin—drying blood. No matter how long she’d been a surgeon, she never got used to the sticky fluids on her skin in the aftermath.

      Harrison glanced over as she pushed through the flap into her tent. Dark-haired, dark-eyed, six feet tall and thin like a swimmer with a chiseled jaw and high cheekbones. In his boxers, per usual, a bowl of instant ramen clutched in his spidery fingers.

      Her home away from home had no art on the walls, no priceless sculptures like the house where she’d grown up, but there was familiarity in that kind of emptiness—not a single thing to denote individuality.

      Each doctor’s tent featured an air mattress, the suitcase they’d brought their clothes in, and a large inflatable bathtub behind a cloth partition, a stopper against the wall so it could drain outside. Gallon jugs of water and harsh antibacterial soap completed her lodgings. Here, they were all faceless, nameless cogs—bandages in a box.

      “You’re going to burn your bits,” she said, gesturing to the ramen.

      “Worried about my bits, are you?” He winked.

      “Not really. But I don’t want soup on my floor.”

      His face fell, but she didn’t amend her statement. If he asked how she felt, she’d tell him without hesitation—you’re good for a quick fuck, but I don’t think about you after you leave. Luckily for him, he never asked questions.

      The first time they’d had sex, they’d both been stationed in the Middle East, working for Medical Aid Alliance, a gig Harrison had worked for years. When she’d recruited him for this position, she hadn’t imagined they’d end up back in bed.

      Perhaps she should have. She’d been starved for physical attention by the time she’d boarded the plane, and that was just the truth of it. One-night stands in New York had become impossible after her father’s will was publicized.

      If she married, she stood to inherit an obscene amount of money, and she already had more than she could ever possibly spend. For a time, the papers left her alone, but now that her four “Billionaire Brothers” were married off, the media had finally shifted their sights to Sabrina O’Connor, the pretty, single heart surgeon. Men lined up for pussy, especially if you were halfway cute, but they lined up faster for cash.

      None of the men who’d approached her asked any more questions than Harrison did. If they had, they’d know that she was never getting married. Sabrina had watched her own mother pull away from her children, her hobbies, even herself—had watched Charles O’Connor destroy her. Sabrina might be interested in a night of sexual release with a handsome stranger, but she had no intention of allowing them to trap her into an engagement.

      She flicked her eyes Harrison’s way, but he was looking into his soup. Her shoulders relaxed. Guilt about their arrangement was silly; she didn’t have to worry about hurting his feelings. He didn’t care about her any more than she cared about him. No, Harrison was here to pad his resume and cinch future political ventures—a recovery mission after some bad press. A fire at his hospital was the worst thing that had ever happened to him, and he hadn’t even been hurt. Perhaps that was why he felt so safe—he was naïve enough to find the bright side in the things she couldn’t.

      More importantly, the man didn’t know her real name, so he couldn’t be after her family’s money. Here, no one knew she was the boss, that she owned Oasis LLC, the non-profit that paid their salaries. She looked quite different here than she did in the photos the papers published—diamonds and ball gowns were good camouflage.

      To think she’d almost been outed by a private investigator—sent by her brother. She’d kicked his ass out of her tent before anyone else saw, but it had been a poignant reminder that she’d never get to be just Sabrina, heart surgeon, woman, stupidly awkward dancer, lover of Dungeons and Dragons and eighties rock ballads.

      Even here in the desert, she couldn’t escape her father’s shadow. Nor could she escape the fact that the man had died suddenly… from unnatural causes. The medical examiner had deemed it natural—no foul play—but Sabrina knew better. Not that she’d ever tell a soul.

      Her chest tightened.

      Harrison finally turned her way, flashed her that smarmy politician’s smile then glanced at her clothes. He grimaced when he registered the mess.

      “Another amputation,” she said, gesturing to her stained outfit. “Completely unnecessary. That poor guy was probably out getting water or walking his kids to school⁠—”

      “Did he come in with kids?” Harrison lowered the ramen bowl, amber eyes sparkling.

      She shook her head. “No one was with him. But you should go flex your pediatrician skills in the maternity tent. I’m sure Barika could use a break.”

      His shoulders slumped, and the hairs on her spine bristled. Was he disappointed that no children had been hurt? He probably wanted to get his photo taken with another orphan to show future voters how amazing he was.

      He was a good doctor—she wouldn’t have hired him if he wasn’t. The orgasms only met minimum standards, but she’d given up on special a long time ago. Only one man had ever made her feel like she had lightning in her veins, and even that hadn’t been enough to make her go back for more.

      But you never forgot your first.

      “I’m going to clean up,” she said. “Be gone when I get out, okay?”

      Harrison’s face softened as she went to move past him. He stepped in front of her, blocking her path, then laid one fine-boned hand against her cheek. “Hey, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to sound callous. It’s been a long night.”

      She met his eyes, noting the red spiderwebs around his irises, then opened her arms. “Want a hug?”

      He grimaced again. “No thanks. But I’ll be back later to help you relax, okay?” Another smarmy grin.

      She shook her head. “No thanks. I just need to sleep.” And she had two good hands, ten fingers that could do the job more efficiently.

      Harrison frowned, set the ramen bowl in the corner, then snatched his pants off the bed. Sulking. “Fine.”

      She watched him walk out. She should probably break it off again—she had twice already. But every time, she ended up back in his arms, looking for something he’d never be able to give her. Looking for something she’d never really had.

      Maybe she just needed that damn hug.
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      Cian Cunningham studied the dusky morning from the jeep’s backseat. The sun had already begun its slow rise over the dunes, painting the landscape in shimmering waves of gold and silver. But there were no actual waves to be found, not out here in the hot-as-balls middle of nowhere.

      Cian brushed sand off the side of his face with the back of one glove, feeling the metallic stickiness drying on his fingertips. We’re close, he thought. His intel was good—better than good. It always was. And after years in this business, his instincts were honed sharper than his blade.

      But which dune was hiding what he needed? How many more days would he have like this, sand on his cheeks, eyes itching, nails stained with someone else’s blood? Oh, who was he kidding—more than just someone. Too many to count now, and he’d never try. He didn’t really want to know.

      Cian drew his gaze from the window to the man at his side. Koda wore head-to-toe camouflage, black streaks over his cheeks where sweat had marred the oil paint. Hamburg sat in the front passenger seat, so-named for his strong German accent and burly physique. The fourth of the crew was driving, the hairs on his buzzed head sparkling like glitter. They all looked similar from a distance. Black or white, tall or taller, it took walls of muscle to fight through insurgents with murder in their hearts or play bodyguard for cartel leaders and motorcycle gangs. If you weren’t absolutely ripped, no one took you seriously in this line of work. And camo was a part of the uniform.

      But after nearly two decades, Cian wasn’t sold that camouflage worked in the desert. And the jeep was black—a sitting duck in the daytime. He didn’t like that, but what choice did they have? They had to be present. It was their job to make sure the cartel’s product got from point A to point B.

      At least that’s what everyone else in this jeep thought.

      Cian glanced at his watch. “Step on it, Mikey. Jabari said they’d be arriving at the facility at nine hundred hours, which is four minutes from now.”

      In fact, Jabari had told him no such thing—he had far more reliable sources than that dickhead. Sure, mentioning Jabari’s name meant the man was a liability, but it was an acceptable risk.

      “I want us in place when that truck passes through,” he went on. “I’m not letting a shipment go missing on my watch. Any hint that someone’s trying to stop that truck, we shoot first, ask questions later.”

      “As always, eh?” Koda said but frowned. “You expecting a band of armed killers, mate?”

      You mean besides us? he thought but didn’t say.

      Yes, he was expecting trouble. It was his job to expect trouble, and in this case, he’d created a great deal of it. But everything was a joke with Koda. The Australian had been swinging a yo-yo the first time they’d met, a strange and unnerving accessory to the arterial spray on his face.

      “I’m expecting that not everyone will make it out of this alive,” Cian said cooly. “It’s our job to make sure the dead are the thieves and not us.”

      A tall order—in fact, there were no thieves, save him. But there were child traffickers, drug runners, weapons dealers, smugglers. The truck they’d be watching today had carried far worse than a bag of coke through the region. And Cian intended to take every product they had.

      There was no room for emotions here. Only calculation. This was life and death and blood… and an insane amount of cash.

      “Where’s the rope, mate?” Koda asked.

      “Under the seat, you flowery fuck,” snapped Hamburg, stroking the large semi-automatic slung over his chest. Cian assumed the gun was the closest thing to a pet the German had ever had. At least the closest that had lived for any length of time after meeting the brute.

      Cian glanced through the windshield—almost to the lookout.

      Things would have been simpler if the cartel’s leader had told them his contact’s name—who was working for him inside that medical camp. But cartel leaders like Santiago Vargus were known to hire mercenaries to do their dirty work; they didn’t allow unknown-to-them-drivers to transport their product. Cian had needed a way into Vargus’s employ—hence the robbery.

      The truck Cian robbed at gunpoint the week prior had contained both medical supplies and about 1.5 million dollars in cocaine packed around the wheel panels. Vargus believed more thieves would be waiting when the shipment came through today. Those in this jeep were meant to kill them before they could collect their prize.

      Though they wouldn’t have a thief’s head to take back to Vargus, they would look like they’d done their jobs when the truck made it to the camp. And within the week, he’d know who in that camp was helping Vargus. He wasn’t yet sure what he was dealing with in terms of security, but he couldn’t underestimate them. Anyone working for Vargus was as vicious as the man himself.

      Fortunately, Cian was always up for a challenge.

      Hamburg sniffed, shifting in the seat as Mikey pulled beyond the cluster of dunes they’d staked out the day before. Their lookout.

      “They never see us comin’, do they?” Koda shot an elbow into Cian’s side. “Those fuckers this morning were dead and gone before they even realized you were there, Lenny-boy.”

      Cian blinked. Vargus’s competition, men who’d had six little girls locked in a cage. He wasn’t sorry he’d killed them. They’d have murdered him and done worse to those children, who were now with his real team on their way to safety.

      But he would never get used to that name. Lenny White. He’d needed a blank slate, a name that would pop up in a database as an ex-ranger with no current loyalties that might conflict with the cartel’s interests.

      And Lenny White couldn’t blow his cover. Though Lenny had no death certificate, Cian had watched the gators make a meal of him.

      For years, Cian had been a shell. A walking, breathing corpse. Stealing a dead man’s name just made it feel more official.

      Mikey parked the jeep and leaped out, snatching the beige tarp to cover the car as best they could, though they weren’t likely to be seen up here. Cian reached behind the seat for his long-range rifle.

      Someone had once told Cian that he was far too lucky—that one day, his penchant for staying alive would run out. That man had died with his throat slit, his eyes bulging, his tongue torn from its roots—never again to assert that Cian’s life resulted from happenstance.

      Staying alive was not a matter of luck. It was careful observation. Anticipation.

      “Get in position, boys,” Cian said.

      He stepped to the top of the dune and crouched down, lying against the sand on his belly, his eyes pressed to the rifle’s scope. He had less than a week to secure the shipment, pick out the bad actors, and turn them over. And he knew how quickly it could all go wrong.

      But though Koda, Hamburg, and the driver—the utterly silent but built-like-a-brick-house Mikey—didn’t recognize it, there was a reason he’d chosen last week to rob that truck, this week to head out into the desert. Cian had every intention of coming out of this alive. He’d mapped out the area, the weather, the people.

      The storms.

      And unlike his counterpart Lenny, Cian had deep loyalties that ran contradictory to murderous cartel outlaws and this band of mercenaries. So far as everyone else here knew, he was nothing more than a blood-thirsty killer.

      To be fair, they weren’t wrong.

      Cian glanced at his stained fingers, currently wrapped around the weapon—dark beneath his fingernails. He leaned the rifle against his shoulder, reached for the rag in his pocket, and swiped the stickiness from his blade, then his tacky fingers. Cian slipped the knife back into its holster.

      He peered through the scope.

      No, he wasn’t who he seemed to be.

      But he was very good at pretending.
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      Sabrina adjusted her fingers on the truck’s steering wheel. How lonely the dunes felt in the hours after dawn, the blue sky hazy with gold, the air so light it made your head feel as if it might float away. But she needed to stay grounded. The road to the facility teemed with hidden dangers.

      They’d already been robbed once. Natalie and Omar had been stopped and forced to open the back of the truck at gunpoint just ten days ago. They’d had to run back to camp. Luckily, they’d recovered the truck itself—abandoned, empty, but still sitting in the desert where they’d left it.

      Though the sky was bright along the horizon now, sandstorms had been kicking up for weeks. She was anticipating another, and soon. Sabrina hoped that by traveling with that threat looming, they’d avoid those who might want to steal what meager emergency medical supplies they’d secured.

      But that wasn’t why she’d insisted on taking this run. She was excited to see the building again. A year in the making, and soon, it would belong to Oasis… at least as much as it could under the circumstances.

      Sabrina had always imagined her hospital as a collaboration with those who lived nearby, and the facility was central to the three largest villages in the region. It would have been easier if the building wasn’t in no-man’s-land, dubbed “Vesperia” by the locals. The one facility on that tiny strip had once belonged to the government to the south, but they’d abandoned it long ago. Claiming this stretch of desert was so fraught with legal and political conflict that no country was willing. But Sabrina managed to get every governmental body in the surrounding lowlands on her side. They had all agreed to allow her access to complete the project and would send three men each for security, but only if she managed to provide proof of concept. Hence the camp.

      The theft was of particular concern for this reason. She had to show the local governing bodies that the facility would be safe for any of their citizens who might utilize it. Without medical supplies, they couldn’t even provide care for the twenty-some people in their current camp. And if they were beset by thieves every time supplies came in, that was proof that the project was untenable—a year’s worth of planning might go out the window because of a few asshole robbers.

      Harrison reached over from the passenger seat and squeezed her knee. Better than drumming on the dashboard the way he usually did. She always drove, and he always felt the need to do something annoying with his hands.

      “This will all work out, you know.”

      Sabrina turned from the window, fingers gripped around the wheel so hard her knuckles were pale. “I hope you’re right. But we already lost one truck, and if we lose another⁠—”

      “We’ve done all we can. Paid security guards are flying in next week to help us through this transition.”

      That would help, though they hadn’t wanted to admit it was necessary. Requiring armed guards for their small medical camp would look bad to the locals. But desperate times called for desperate measures. And for today, they couldn’t wait for the muscle to get here—they’d be out of supplies within the week.

      At least their path to the facility and back was clear. Harrison had made some calls, hired paid lookouts this morning. In another month, they’d be starting construction on a real operating suite, and they wouldn’t have to worry about transporting supplies to and from the camp. Nothing had ever gone missing on its way to the building, a route protected by the Lumaran government. They’d only had issues in no-man’s-land between the facility and their medical tents.

      Harrison was still watching her, one side of his lip cocked into that perfectly trustworthy—but perfectly fake—politician’s smile. “Listen, I can’t very well go home and tell people that I almost helped to open a hospital. What will voters think of a man who can’t get the job done?”

      Sabrina’s hackles rose, and she turned back to the windshield. The fence that surrounded the facility loomed, a wall of steel and thorns. Not the prettiest scenery, but she had no energy to entertain his dreams of notoriety over her project.

      No, he didn’t know she was the boss, the owner of the non-profit that was paying his salary. And who cared who got the credit so long as they completed their mission and helped people? But his attention-seeking bullshit still rubbed her wrong. No… it wasn’t the attention-seeking. It was the fake-ness.

      She’d grown up in a world where money could buy you anything, including a free pass to abuse whoever you wanted without repercussion. And whatever horrors lurked behind closed doors, the only thing that mattered was what people saw on the outside. Fake smiles almost always hid demons.

      “I’m sure voters will find plenty of other things to love about you,” she finally muttered.

      If Harrison caught the sarcasm in her tone, he didn’t show it. He watched as she pulled to a stop beside the fence, a formidable metal monstrosity topped with three layers of looped barbed wire. She reached through the truck’s window, punched in the access code, and the gate slid aside with a grating squeal.

      The fence was the first thing she’d invested in, splitting the cost with the government to the south. The officials in Lumara were the only ones who actually seemed to care what happened along this stretch of desert, though their help had come with unexpected strings.

      “The voters will like you too,” he said as she maneuvered through the gates. “That mix of smart and sexy would make you an excellent first lady.”

      Yeah, right. She snorted. “You should have been a lawyer.”

      “Voters are done with lawyers. It was doctor or television star, and I’m only six feet—not tall enough for the movies.”

      This time, Sabrina didn’t respond. Her eyes were locked on the sandy lot as they made their way around the building. Two vehicles were already parked at the back. One of them was the truck that transported their supplies through Lumara—the medical supplies they now needed to load into their vehicle. The other…

      “What’s Jabari doing here?” she asked. The henchman for the government to their south wouldn’t be here without cause.

      “Who do you think scouted the area for thieves?” Harrison answered as if this were obvious.

      Sabrina frowned. Jabari was providing the lookout? But that didn’t explain why he’d come all this way himself—why he was waiting inside the gates, his arms crossed like an agitated praying mantis in giant Hollywood sunglasses.

      Her jaw clenched. Last they’d spoken, he’d told her that his government was reconsidering their offer of security without bribes in amounts that far exceeded what Lumara had invested in the fence. Though Lumara was the only government willing to help get the building up and running, Jabari had always made her skin crawl.

      She parked beside the black Suburban. The praying mantis at the front of the car was already approaching by the time she climbed from the truck’s cab. Jabari waved to another man at his back. Full camouflage, sunglasses, arms like tattooed tree trunks: Frank, the man who drove their supplies through Lumara via Jabari’s roads. The only others present were the guards Jabari always traveled with, bulky shadows in the back of his SUV. No one was here who shouldn’t be… but that didn’t stop the hairs from prickling along her spine.

      “What’s going on, Jabari? If this is about bribing your boss, I’ve already told you that we’ll hire our own security or pay people from your village directly. We can’t give your government preferential treatment. That would threaten the integrity of this project and⁠—”

      “Zareal no longer feels that our arrangement is beneficial.”

      Her heart skipped a beat. Her shoulders stiffened. “We’ve been working through the details for a year. We’ve invested time, significant amounts of money. Hell, you paid for half of the fence, got the water lines fixed. We have agreements with all the surrounding territories, and this region doesn’t belong to any of you. You can’t exactly kick us out.”

      But Lumara could close off their supply route. Flying supplies in was impossible—planes got shot down all the time, seemingly at random. Jabari had once said that criminals owned the skies.

      Sabrina studied Jabari’s face, trying to assess what he was after, but she couldn’t see his eyes behind his ridiculous sunglasses. She hadn’t come here until she’d been certain they’d be able to make this work—until she’d gained cooperation. What had changed?

      “I’ve spoken to the other leaders,” Jabari went on. “They’re the ones who want this change. As you know, Lumara is already invested in your project, unlike them.” He shrugged, nonchalant. “I’m still working on it, of course, as I’m a man of my word.” His sleazy smile made her nostrils flare. “But for now, we’ll have to pause this little project.”

      Little project? Was he fucking kidding? “They wanted a hospital—you all need a hospital.”

      “Your proposal, while it does provide much-needed medical assistance, does not directly benefit us.”

      “Outside of saving the lives of your citizens,” she snapped. “Is this because we refused to bribe you?”

      “It is true that economic benefits are much easier to sell than humanitarian ones. The new owners of the facility are willing to pay generous stipends for use of this building without any of us providing a single man. You have not offered us anything close.”

      New owner? “Who is this mystery investor?” If she knew who was bidding against her⁠—

      “I’m not at liberty to say. But I can tell you they’re a technology firm.”

      She ground her teeth to keep from screaming. “This is bullshit and you know it.”

      Jabari shrugged. “Come back with a better offer, one I can bring to Zareal and the others. As of now, this building is no longer yours to do with as you wish, though we will allow you to use the lot to collect your supplies until the new owners move in. After that… it is up to them.” He turned, gesturing to the Suburban—beckoning his guards. “We’ll help you load your supplies,” he said to Harrison. “Then we’ll escort you as far as Lumara, as agreed.”

      Don’t fucking bother, she almost snapped, but she bit it back.

      These were the only guards they had right now, and hate him or not, hate the situation or not, the supplies and her current patients needed to take precedence. Harrison, who had been standing in silence at her side until now, moved to the back of the truck. Some fast-talking politician he was—he hadn’t said a single word.

      Sabrina turned away as the SUV’s doors opened, then listened to the clanking and shuffling as the men transferred the medical supplies from Frank’s truck to theirs, her face hot in a way that had nothing to do with the weather. She could help them load… but fuck it. Jabari’s men might as well make themselves useful. She’d never once seen them outside that SUV—couldn’t see them now either from her position in front of the cab.

      She climbed into the passenger side of the truck. For the first time since they’d arrived, Harrison could drive. She needed to think.

      Sabrina stared, unseeing, out
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