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        ABOUT WICKED AS SEDUCTION

      

      

      

      He’ll protect her…even if he has to take her captive to save her.

      

      Former elite soldier and tech genius Forest “Trees” Scott had one mission: rescue a cartel’s hostage and get her to safety. Simple. Clinical. Until he sees the wary beauty with haunted eyes, and raw desire threatens his iron control. Her refusal to trust him leaves him one choice—abduct her by force. But while she vows to hate him, Trees finds himself falling hard for the beauty he can’t have.

      

      After six years as a cartel’s prisoner, Laila Torres knows men’s cruelty intimately. So when a commanding stranger kidnaps her, she expects the worst—not gentle protection that makes her ache. Each possessive touch awakens a desire she’s never known. Now she’s fighting a terrifying truth—the man who stole her from hell is stealing her heart, too.

      

      When their enemies close in, Laila faces an unthinkable sacrifice. And Trees must risk everything, because losing her will destroy him forever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        January 25, 11 p.m.

        Orlando

      

      

      “Stop worrying and enjoy yourself. Everything here is fine,” Laila Torres said over the phone to her sister as she leaned over her sleeping nephew’s crib to pat his rising-and-falling back. “Jorge fussed when I first set him down, but after a quick bedtime story and a kiss from his tía, he drifted off. How is the concert?”

      “It is good. The next band will start in a few minutes, but maybe I should come home now?”

      “No, you should not.”

      “Are you sure? I feel guilty, leaving you to babysit…”

      “Why? I love to. Jorge is a joy. And mamás deserve a little time away for fun.” Valeria had been single parenting since the boy’s birth, and they had relocated to Florida three months ago with no sign of their dangerous past catching up to them. Surely, it was time to live. “Do not worry about me. Now that he is asleep, I will find something on TV and relax.”

      Valeria sighed. “Is the house locked? Every door? Every window? Is the alarm set?”

      Laila shared her sister’s anxiety. Despite the fact Valeria no longer had to worry about her late husband, Emilo, finding their location and trying to kill her for the sin of leaving him, the brutal thugs who had helped him run the vicious Tierra Caliente cartel were very much alive—and willing to carry out their boss’s final wish. They were hardly the only concern. Rumor was that, following Emilo’s surgical slaughter two weeks ago, his father, Geraldo, had decided Jorge must be brought back and raised to inherit the family narcotics empire.

      If that was true and Geraldo succeeded, her beloved nephew would be taught to be all the things they’d run from—a drug lord. A killer. A rapist. She and Valeria would be unable to stop them from warping the little boy because they would be dead.

      Laila preferred that fate for herself over the six dark years she’d spent in Emilo’s lavish prison, but Jorge deserved a future that wasn’t steeped in brutality and crime. “I have checked everything twice. All is well.”

      A squeak from the other side of the house rent the quiet. Laila froze. Since she, her sister, and Jorge had been forced to relocate here, she had catalogued every creak and groan the house made.

      She had never heard this sound before.

      The scrape of something—metal on glass?—followed.

      Her heart banged with trepidation.

      “Thank you,” Valeria said. “You know I worry⁠—”

      “Shh. I hear something,” she whispered. “I will call you back.”

      Laila didn’t wait for her sister’s reply before severing their connection and yanking the nightlight from the wall in Jorge’s room, just in case. Darkness encroached, the monster she’d been living with for years. It ratcheted up her fear, clawing at her throat. Her heart thudded. Her palms turned sweaty. But for her nephew—for survival—she forced herself to tiptoe through the shadows and poke her head into the hallway.

      When she listened again for the sound, she heard something far worse.

      “You are certain they’re here?” whispered one man from the living room, his accent like someone from her homeland.

      They had been discovered again?

      Laila sucked in a gasp. Fear seared her veins. Why was this happening? How had they found her family again? She had to get her nephew out of here.

      “Of course they are,” snapped a second man.

      Victor Ramos. She would know his cruel voice anywhere. She’d heard it each of the countless times he’d growled taunts in her ear while pinning her under him and violating her.

      Laila’s fear turned to terror.

      Why wouldn’t Victor let her go?

      Later. First, she had to get Jorge to safety. She wished she had kept the gun she wasn’t supposed to have closer, rather than in her bedroom on the far side of the house, away from her curious, very mobile nephew. She would have to do without it and devise a plan in seconds or⁠—

      She couldn’t think about the “or.”

      “What if the boy cries?” the first man asked.

      “Shut him up until you secure him in the van. But do not harm him.”

      “And the women?”

      “Expendable,” Victor said. “Though I would like a last moment or two with Laila.”

      “You want to fuck her again,” the first man said with a chuckle.

      “Can you blame me? Her pussy is as sweet now as it was at fourteen.”

      Rage and shame burned, boiling into a familiar hate. Somehow, someway, Laila would make that man pay for everything he’d done.

      She would forever be indebted to EM Security’s sniper, Pierce Walker, for ending Emilo. In fact, she was grateful the team had rescued her from her brother-in-law’s compound in Mexico last September. She’d hoped that was the beginning of a new life, especially after she had cooperated with the feds. Since then, the US government had seemingly done nothing to stop her late brother-in-law’s narcotics operation. If they had, Victor Ramos wouldn’t be creeping through her house now.

      EM Security was seemingly no better. They had rescued Valeria nearly two years ago as part of another hostage extraction. Afterward, her sister had hired the private security team to get her into hiding. It had worked…for a while. But in the last four months, their location had fallen into enemy hands twice.

      Who else could be to blame except them?

      She was done trusting any self-serving alphabet-lettered organization. If she had to take down the rest of Emilo’s nefarious cartel by herself for her family and her future, she would.

      “I wouldn’t know. You and Hector always hoarded her.” The first man sounded bitter.

      “If you help me find and subdue her, perhaps I will share.” Before he killed her. That’s what Victor meant. “Go search the west side of the house. I will look east.”

      The place wasn’t large. It wouldn’t take long. Time was ticking.

      Laila eased Jorge’s door shut and dialed emergency services while gathering some necessities and shoving them into Jorge’s diaper bag. If she lived long enough for the police to arrive, hopefully they wouldn’t question her immigration status.

      “Nine-one-one. What’s your emergency?”

      Quickly, she whispered her dilemma to the dispatcher as she eased the bedroom window open. The burglar alarm didn’t blare. Victor had somehow bypassed it.

      She winced at the squeak of the pane sliding up the track. Hopefully, the indiscriminate racket of Victor’s cohort searching the spare bedroom beside Jorge’s masked the sound. But she couldn’t get careless. She probably had under a minute before he burst into the room.

      “I must hang up,” she told the dispatcher. She needed both hands to get out of here alive.

      “Help is on the way. Stay on the line⁠—”

      Laila ended the call.

      As she tucked her phone into the back pocket of her shorts, a stranger burst into the room, a hulk of dark clothes and a flash of white teeth. Fresh fear razed her veins…but fury won out. She was done being a victim, nor would she let Jorge become like them.

      “There you are,” he said loudly enough to reveal he wasn’t Victor but softly enough that her longtime tormentor wouldn’t hear. Then he shut the door. “I’ve been looking for you.”

      Laila knew why, and she’d be damned before she let him force himself into her body.

      She stood in front of Jorge’s crib protectively. “Go away.”

      “Not possible. But I can make your death painless”—he dragged a fingertip down her bare arm—“with the right persuasion. Why don’t you start by getting on your knees?”

      Laila assessed her options. They were few and pitiful. He had her cornered. “No.”

      With a thunderous scowl, he seized her arm. His pupils dilated as if violence excited him. “So you like it rough? You want it to hurt?”

      He didn’t simply mean her murder.

      She shuddered. “I do not want it at all.”

      “Then play nice.” He reached for his zipper. “If you’re extra good to me, maybe I can be persuaded to spare you.”

      “Cabrón,” she snarled, fighting every instinct to retreat, but Jorge was the son she would never have. Leaving him unprotected wasn’t an option.

      Her assailant’s eyes narrowed with violence and the promise of pain before he groped his way down her body and jerked her against the hard ridge of his penis. Savagely, he cupped her backside, snarling when he found her phone.

      He tore it from her pocket. “Who did you last call?”

      Laila spit in his face.

      He wiped his cheek dry with his sleeve and shoved her against the wall with a glare that promised agony. She stumbled back into Jorge’s diaper pail, its cold metal grazing her leg.

      “Who?” He shook her. “The police?”

      She pressed her lips together, refusing to answer.

      “Bitch.” The thug hurled her phone to the hardwood floor, shattering it beyond use. “You won’t be calling anyone else.”

      Laila tried not to panic. Her link with the outside world was gone, but did it really matter? No one had ever fought for her. As always, she would fight for herself—and Jorge.

      She pushed free and bent to the diaper pail, lifting it between them by its sleek chrome sides.

      The criminal sent her an amused stare. “That won’t shield you from me.”

      He was right; it wouldn’t.

      Instead, Laila swung it at his head.

      The metal bin clocked him in the temple with a satisfying thud. He wobbled before crumpling to the floor, his phone clattering from his pocket and skittering to her feet.

      She’d done it. No, she wouldn’t feel remorse for hurting another human being. He would have raped and killed her if she hadn’t fought back.

      Now she had to get out before Victor finished on the other side of the house or got suspicious. The police were likely minutes away—if they were coming at all. In Mexico, Emilo and his goons had paid them all to look the other way. For all she knew, these assholes had already infected local law enforcement, too.

      With trembling hands, Laila scooped up the stranger’s phone, flashing the device across his face to unlock it. Quickly, she changed the passcode as nerves made each breath roar in her ears. She had to call her sister. Valeria must be frantic. But Laila couldn’t let her sister run home—and straight into danger.

      For now, she shoved the phone in her pocket, hoisted Jorge’s diaper bag, along with some clean clothes she’d been folding before Valeria’s call, onto her shoulder, and lifted her sleeping nephew from his crib. Thankfully, he didn’t stir. Then she climbed the recliner in the corner and jumped out into the inky night.

      Before she could shut the window behind her, the bedroom door crashed open. Her gaze connected with a familiar black stare, shooting fury and retribution.

      Victor.

      Clutching Jorge protectively, Laila ran.

      Since arriving here after the breach of their safe house in St. Louis, she’d done one important thing to prepare for an emergency: learned the neighborhood and planned escape routes. She knew places to hide where Victor hopefully wouldn’t find her.

      As she dashed across the yard, her heart thudded painfully when he scrambled out the window in pursuit. Laila launched herself behind a pair of palms and through some overgrown oleanders. She crouched to hide, groping in the dark until she encountered the fence separating their house from the place next door.

      Her first week here, she had discovered a gate buried behind climbing bougainvillea and clipped the fast-growing vine just enough to open it and slip free. The effort paid off now. Laila disappeared through the foliage, biting back a hiss when branches scratched her bare arms, then emerged into the neighbor’s yard. The house sat dark since the single man who lived there worked nights.

      She made her way to his shed, which he seemingly didn’t lock, and breathed a short sigh of relief. Victor was undoubtedly wondering where and how she’d disappeared. It would take him a while—and a flashlight she would see coming—to figure it out.

      Inside the dark, confined space, she watched through the tiny prefab structure’s window for light or movement as she soothed a groggy Jorge with one hand and pulled her assailant’s phone free with the other, quickly turning off location services. Then she rang her sister to reassure her.

      No answer.

      Laila tried to rationalize reasons Valeria wouldn’t answer, other than Victor’s brother, Hector, or another of Emilo’s underlings somehow finding her. She couldn’t imagine many.

      Beating back panic, Laila dialed her sister again. After four rings, Valeria’s voicemail kicked in.

      With her heart racing, she cut the call and started to text—until she saw a flash of light eking from the gate she had just used to escape.

      No time to warn Valeria. She had to put distance between her and Victor.

      Jorge fussed, grunting, a furrow forming between his half-open eyes as he worked up a wail of displeasure.

      “No. No…” Frantically, she used one hand to search the pockets of the diaper bag to find her nephew’s pacifier while trying to placate him with the other.

      If Victor got his hands on her, she was dead. And Valeria would never see her son again.

      Anxiety choked Laila until she found the rubber nipple and worked it into Jorge’s mouth. He took to it, sucking contentedly and settling back into her arms with a slumberous sigh.

      Grateful, she let herself out of the shed and stole across the neighbor’s patio through the shadows. On the far end, she let herself out the backyard on the side of the house, where she plastered herself against the fence, panting hard.

      Thankfully, she didn’t see any of Victor’s other goons—yet. She needed to get out of the neighborhood, but Valeria had taken their one car to the concert. She knew none of her neighbors. The police still hadn’t arrived. And she wouldn’t get enough distance to escape Victor with a sleeping toddler in her arms.

      She had to think.

      Scanning the street, she spotted the house occupied by an older woman who walked her three dogs nearly every morning. Shortly after she and Valeria had been relocated here by the EM Security team, Laila had observed a gathering there. A wake, based on the fact everyone had worn black. The woman’s husband had probably passed away since Laila had never seen a man there.

      She had also noticed that the woman often left her keys in her car.

      Taking one last glance around the empty cul-de-sac, she dashed to the small SUV, avoiding the streetlights, and said a prayer upward as she pulled the door handle. Unlocked. Thank God!

      Since she had no car seat for Jorge, she clutched the sleeping toddler against her as she grabbed the keys from the middle console, then slid into the driver’s seat and eased the door shut, hoping Victor hadn’t heard.

      Shaking, Laila shoved the key in the ignition and started the car, then looked in the rearview mirror. She gasped.

      Victor stood at the end of the driveway, pointing a gun at the back windshield.

      She was as good as dead.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        January 26

        EM Security Management

        Lafayette, Louisiana

      

      

      Forest Scott pushed back from his desk with a curse. Since driving seven hours, following the takedown of a crazy cult in the Texas Hill Country, he’d returned to the office and started analyzing the laptops of two fellow—suddenly former—operatives, looking for a miracle that would save his ass.

      A sleep-deprived night later? Nothing.

      At his elbow, his phone vibrated. He glanced at the display. If one of his bosses was calling at this hour, it wasn’t good. “Edgington?”

      “Yeah,” Hunter confirmed. “Why are you at the office, Trees?”

      What was the politically correct response for telling his superior that, contrary to popular belief, he wasn’t the douchebag leaking the safe house location of their company’s most vulnerable clients? “Checking out Cutter’s and Josiah’s machines before wiping them clean.”

      “At four a.m.?”

      In other words, when we’re not in the office to keep tabs on you.

      “I figured there was no time to waste since you’ve already replaced Josiah with…” Fuck, he was so fried that he couldn’t remember the small-town Texas deputy’s name.

      “Kane Preston,” Hunter supplied.

      “Right. He’ll have a computer when he starts the job in a few hours.”

      But they both knew that making sure the new guy was set up with tech wasn’t the reason Trees had foregone sleep.

      Ever since Valeria Montilla’s safe house in St. Louis had been breached last October and his fellow operative, Pierce Walker, had temporarily been taken captive by her late husband’s cartel, he’d worried EM Security’s owners—the Edgington brothers and Joaquin Muñoz—suspected he was selling info. His conversation with his best friend and fellow operative, Zyron Garrett, on their way back to Louisiana earlier had confirmed that. Trees had hoped that something on his former teammates’ laptops would show that hackers, not a mole, were the root cause of their problem.

      Nope.

      Since both computers had been clean and the office network didn’t appear to have been infiltrated, that meant someone on their team was cashing out company intel. As much as Trees hated to say it, his money was on Tessa Lawrence, the office’s single-mom receptionist. But Zy had fallen too hard for the pretty blonde to believe her capable of betrayal. So until Trees could prove to the higher-ups that he wasn’t the traitor, he was suspect number one.

      We’re going to figure out who’s been selling our secrets. That’s what he’d promised when Zy had asked him to help.

      Their bosses had put his buddy between a rock and a hard place, ordering him to root out the identity of their turncoat, along with details about why and how Valeria’s whereabouts had fallen into the wrong hands. He and Zy had been friends too long and nearly died together too many times for either of them to believe the other would sell out. But after a night with these computers, Trees was back to square one in finding a culprit. So despite his exhaustion, he kept searching. His ass was on the line.

      “We have a developing situation,” Hunter said. “You’ll be leaving for Florida as soon as we get more information.”

      They were sending him on a mission? He’d just gotten back. Had they picked him because they were so short-staffed? No, they’d tapped him on the shoulder to get him out of town so they could perform a more in-depth investigation on him. Whatever. He had nothing to hide. Maybe the bosses would finally figure that out.

      “What’s up?

      “Someone broke into Valeria Montilla’s safe house last night. She was at a concert, but her sister and her son were there. She rushed home to find them gone. There were signs of a struggle. If Laila got out, she left in a hurry because her phone, wallet, and money were all still there. But that also might mean the cartel took her…”

      Unfortunately, that was the most likely scenario. He had never met Laila, but he didn’t see how Valeria’s younger sister—a woman barely legal to order a beer—would be wily enough to escape professional thugs with a toddler.

      “On our go, you and Kane need to get there. He’ll bring Valeria back ASAP. Maybe now she’ll finally grasp why choosing privacy over a round-the-clock guard is a fucking horrible idea.” He sighed. “You find Laila and Jorge—whatever that takes—and bring them back in one piece. I doubt Montilla’s organization has any interest in killing the boy, but Valeria’s sister…”

      The worry she wasn’t long for this world hung heavy in Hunter’s voice.

      “She’s nothing to them,” Trees agreed.

      “Except as a pawn they’ll use to control Valeria, yeah. Apparently, it wouldn’t be the first time.”

      Trees felt really fucking sorry for Laila. The cartel probably hadn’t been kind to her. “I’m on it.”

      “Good. Be fast. Run clean. Report back often. And don’t fuck up.”

      “Roger that.”

      Three beeps told Trees that Hunter was gone. It was a relief.

      He rose and stretched. At six foot eight, he managed to touch the low, industrial ceiling. Longingly, he thought of the super-comfortable sofa in the conference room. Since he’d managed to wash everything in his duffel before leaving Texas, he could crash for a few hours, then change into clean clothes and bug out as soon as the bosses gave him the go-ahead. But running more tests on all the network software, just in case he’d missed something, was more critical—especially now that Valeria’s location had been breached again, and the woman’s sister and son were missing.

      He had no concept of time passing until he heard the front door open a bit later and looked up to find Zy.

      Trees rose from his chair. “Hey.”

      “Jesus…” His friend looked him up and down. “You’re still wearing yesterday’s clothes. Did you even go home last night?”

      “No.”

      Zy grabbed some coffee, then sauntered back to his desk. “So…did you find anything? At all?”

      Trees shook his head, then filled Zy in on all the ways he’d taken apart the info on the former operatives’ computers.

      “Did you check the network, too?”

      “Only enough to ensure that we haven’t been breached and don’t have any detectable trojans or malware. But I haven’t done any sort of deep dive through internal communications. I ran out of time.” He sighed. “And now I’m out of steam, so I’m going to grab a few hours of sleep, and I’ll be back to finish up. Hunter knows. He told me he’s got a new assignment for me.”

      “Do you need me to take you home?”

      “Nah. I’m good.” He waved, then left the office, hopping into his Hummer, his eyes gritty like sandpaper.

      Since the office would soon be too busy to Zen on the sofa and he was only going to get a few hours of shut-eye, Trees didn’t waste time driving to his house forty miles outside of town. He loved the quiet, wide-open space there, but it wasn’t convenient when he was in a rush. Thankfully, he knew people nearby.

      Out in the dark parking lot, he dialed Madison. He’d met her because Zy had picked her up in a bar when he’d moved to Lafayette ten months ago, before falling for Tessa. Madison reminded him of a little sister—younger, a bit fragile, and uncertain of her place in the world. He tried to be kind; she didn’t need more men using her. He put off a big brother vibe every chance he got…but sometimes she made that hard.

      “Hi, Trees,” she said after the second ring. He wasn’t surprised she was already awake. “You back in town?”

      “Yeah. It’s been a long two weeks.”

      “It has. You want a home-cooked dinner tonight? I’d be happy to whip up something for you. Just bring the wine.”

      And there was the issue. She’d never come right out and said she was interested in him…but he suspected she took his attention for romantic interest. He didn’t have the heart to tell her he’d made friends with her because Zy had done her wrong, and he wanted to make amends. Madison was nice. He liked her company. But he’d bet she had some notion he would be a pliant teddy bear of a boyfriend.

      She was very wrong.

      “Sorry. I can’t.” He crossed the lot and let himself into his vehicle. “I’ve already got a new assignment. I’m heading out of town this afternoon.”

      “That sucks. Any chance you’ll be back this weekend?” she asked hopefully. “My dad got free lane passes at the bowling alley. It’d be fun if you joined us.”

      To meet her father? Even if he was home, Trees didn’t think taking her up on the offer was a good idea.

      “I don’t know yet, but probably not. Um, I called for a favor.” He hated asking, but time was ticking. Laila and her nephew were loose in the wind, and he needed to find them the minute he reached Florida.

      “Sure. What is it?”

      “Can I crash on your sofa for a few hours before I have to hit the airport? I pulled an all-nighter at the office, and I need some shut-eye before I fly out.”

      “Of course. Come on over. You can sleep in my bed. I’ll read in the living room, and I’ll be quiet as a mouse.”

      That sounded too cozy. “No need for that. You stay in bed. Just leave me a blanket on the sofa.”

      “O-okay. Sure,” she said as he started the engine and backed out of the lot. “I’ll make breakfast once you wake up.”

      A nice offer. Because she was a nice girl…or because she was interested in more than friendship? Trees wasn’t sure, so he answered carefully. “I appreciate it, but don’t trouble yourself. I have to be back in the office by eight.”

      “That soon?” She sounded disappointed.

      “Unfortunately.” He didn’t want to hurt her. “We’ll catch up as soon as I get back.”

      She murmured something that sounded vaguely like assent.

      “Thanks, Madison.”

      As she hung up, Trees sighed. For her sake, he really hoped she found the right guy someday. It would make his life easier, too.

      After some sleep and a tango with his toothbrush, he returned to the office for a big cup of black coffee. He felt almost human again.

      He hadn’t been there ten minutes when all hell broke loose.

      The front door crashed open, and Colonel Caleb Edgington, the organization’s previous owner and team commander, charged in looking pale and frantic. A familiar hulking blond brute who looked ready to kill filed in beside him. What the hell was going on? Caleb had retired last year to spend time with his new wife, and Deke Trenton co-owned EM’s sister organization, Oracle Security. He should be at Oracle’s office across town, working his own missions.

      “Where are my sons?” the colonel barked at Tessa.

      “In the conference room. I can take you back⁠—”

      But Caleb was already striding in that direction with ground-eating steps, Deke, his big, bad son-in-law, on his heels.

      Frowning, Trees followed, tension fisting his gut as the two men crashed hell-bent into the conference room.

      “Colonel, sir?” Zy asked since he’d been holed up with the bosses for reasons Trees could only guess at.

      “Dad?” Hunter queried Caleb as the two men paced into the corner room, frantic tension rolling off them.

      Trees lingered in the hall, listening as the colonel got right to the point.

      “Your sister…” He lost his battle with composure and dragged in a shuddering breath to gather himself.

      The anxiety in the room notched up.

      “What’s wrong with Kimber?” Logan demanded.

      “I received a threat recently. It wasn’t specific, just a lipstick, a photo of the crew who originally smuggled Valeria Montilla from her husband’s compound in Mexico, and a warning to hand her over before they took whoever the tube belonged to. I didn’t know who—” Emotion stopped the colonel’s words again. He paused, seemingly gathering the fortitude to continue.

      Trees didn’t blame the man for being distressed. Something bad had obviously happened to his only daughter.

      Hunter turned expectantly to Deke.

      Kimber’s husband picked up where his father-in-law left off. “She’s gone. She dropped the kids off at daycare, then made a trip to the grocery store…and didn’t come home. A courier delivered this thirty minutes ago.”

      Everyone crowded around as he whipped out a picture of Kimber, her auburn hair tangled, her big eyes red rimmed, with a gag over her mouth, her hands tied behind her back, and a gun to her head.

      Trees’s heart stopped. Oh, fuck. A man like Caleb had probably made a lot of dangerous enemies over the decades. But falling into the crosshairs of a cartel… It was the worst development.

      “We’ll get her back.” Hunter sounded determined—and pissed off. “We’ll do whatever it takes⁠—”

      “You’re fucking right we will,” Deke spat. “I want my kitten home. Most of the Oracle team is at our office, strategizing. Any help you can spare…”

      “You’ll have it. We need to lock down the rest of the wives and kids.”

      “Fast,” the colonel managed to choke out. “Before it’s too late.”

      Then, barely holding it together, he ducked out.

      The colonel was the most stoic man Trees knew. The worry and guilt that his line of work might cost his daughter her life had to be eating him alive.

      Deke didn’t look any less desperate. “Thanks for whatever you can do.”

      “Fuck that, she’s our sister. We’ll devote day and night to saving her.”

      Kimber’s husband nodded his thanks, then he was gone, too.

      After a terrible silence, Hunter dragged in a centering breath, forcing himself to find control. His younger brother, on the other hand, grabbed an empty coffee mug off the table and hurled it at the wall. It shattered on impact.

      Joaquin Muñoz, the team’s co-owner and their stepbrother, clutched Logan’s shoulder. “We don’t have time for this.”

      “I know. I fucking know,” he shouted. “Goddamn son of a bitch!”

      Hunter and Joaquin zipped out of the conference room, dashing past Trees and already strategizing ways to keep the rest of their family safe, he’d bet. Despite his harsh breaths, Logan seemingly dialed down his temper. Trees hurt for them.

      “I’ll come with you,” Zy offered. “I’ll devote all my energy⁠—”

      “No,” Logan whirled on him. “This shit is centered around Valeria Montilla.”

      That was true. And nothing good had happened to the team since Caleb, the Edgington brothers, and another former operative had smuggled out the drug lord’s pregnant wife under his nose almost two years ago. Apparently, it didn’t matter that Emilo was now dead. Retribution was incoming.

      “Since her safe house was breached last night, Trees and Kane are going to relocate her and her family pronto—and we’ll be monitoring every step.”

      Then suddenly, Logan shut the door in his face and lowered his voice to a growl that only Zy could hear.

      Less than two minutes later, it opened again. Logan tore out of the conference room, slamming the door behind him with Zy still inside. “Take Kane and get your ass to Orlando today. I’m texting you Valeria Montilla’s number. We gave her your digits, too. If she doesn’t answer at first, keep trying. She won’t take calls from unfamiliar numbers since she’s been getting them all night. You and Kane will bring her to a location we’ll disclose later. Her sister and the little boy, too…once you find them.”

      “Hunter already told me.” More or less.

      “Good. Don’t fuck up.”

      After that warning and more door slamming at the front of the office, the place fell deadly silent.

      Zy hauled ass out of the conference room. The rest of the team gravitated to the reception area, clearly shocked by the colonel’s bombshell. Trees hung back. The truth was, none of them had seen this sudden, horrible development coming. But he should have. It would be a problem until they smoked out their goddamn mole.

      Tessa rose from her chair behind the reception desk and grabbed Zy’s arm. “Do you know anything beyond the fact Kimber has been taken?”

      “No. No one does.”

      “I can’t believe this is happening…” She wrung her hands.

      “The bosses will do everything they can to find her.”

      “What if they can’t?”

      Her death would be terrifying, violent, and painful. But Trees didn’t say that out loud. They all knew it.

      “Don’t think that way,” Zy tried to reassure her. “The colonel, Hunter, Logan, and Joaquin are the very best at what they do. And I don’t know Deke, but⁠—”

      “He’s scary,” Trees put in, in case there was any doubt.

      “Then together, they’ll leave no stone unturned to bring her back,” Zy told Tessa. “Have faith.”

      “I’m trying.”

      Was Tessa’s distress for Kimber real…or a well-rehearsed act? The women were supposedly friends…but EM indisputably had a mole. It wasn’t any of the bosses. It wasn’t Josiah or Cutter, the former operatives who had left to pursue new jobs and happily ever after with their new brides. It couldn’t be Walker, since he’d both nearly died at the Tierra Caliente cartel’s hands and killed Emilo himself. It couldn’t be Kane Preston since it was his first day on the job. It wasn’t Zy. And Trees knew it wasn’t him.

      Tessa was the only person left who could possibly be guilty.

      Trees drifted back to his desk and studied her. Once, he’d been convinced Tessa was as in love with Zy as he was with her. Now? She’d seemingly wrapped his buddy around her finger with her big tits and batting lashes over huge green eyes. How could Zy not see that Tessa might be playing him?

      After launching another in-depth network scan, Trees headed to the back of the office for more coffee. Kane, the new guy, joined him, grabbing the java first.

      “I’ve been here an hour, and shit’s already real. Is it always this eventful?”

      “No,” he assured. “Hell of a first day, though.”

      Kane nodded. “You could say that…”

      The guy seemed all right. Trees wasn’t convinced he had the experience to fill the shoes of a former CIA agent and report up to a couple of former SEALs, but they had a mission to complete. Trees would perform to the best of his ability, regardless of Kane. From what he could tell, Valeria and her family had been through enough. She deserved some safety from the murderous cartel who kept hunting her. Her sister, too…if they hadn’t already ended her.

      Of course, their rescue lessened the likelihood that Kimber Trenton made it out of captivity alive.

      Pierce Walker, their resident sniper, who preferred to be called One-Mile, approached, shaking his head. “Hell of a Monday morning.”

      “Yep.” Trees poured himself a steaming black mug, then set the pot down for Walker, who snatched it up and dumped the last of the brew into his cup.

      Zy approached then, muttering under his breath. “Those fuckers we work for left me in charge.”

      Someone had to be while the bosses devoted themselves to rescuing Kimber, but Zy was a rebel. Him being an authority figure was really ironic. Still, they trusted him. Besides, who else was there? Kane was too new, Walker was crazy, and Trees…well, they thought he was guilty as fuck.

      “Where are we with your trip to Florida?” Zy asked.

      Clearly, the bosses hadn’t told him much before they raced to their sister’s aid.

      “We don’t know exactly where we’re going yet,” Trees said, then explained everything Hunter had relayed about Valeria’s missing sister and son.

      Zy nodded. “Logan said as much.”

      So they were on the same page. But something about this situation bothered the hell out of Trees. “If the cartel took Laila and Jorge, why would they have kidnapped Kimber this morning, demanding to know Valeria’s location? They seemingly have hostages they can better use as leverage.”

      Zy shrugged. “Because they want to flush Valeria out fast and they’re leaving no stone unturned?”

      “Maybe.” But Trees wasn’t buying it. Maybe the woman and the toddler had somehow escaped…

      “No one has heard from Laila?” Zy asked.

      One-Mile shook his head. “She has my number. When I left Florida after relocating them, I made sure she knew how to contact me.”

      Without her phone, how could she?

      “Unless you hear from her, we need to come up with a plan,” Zy insisted. “If Laila managed to escape, every hour she and Jorge are floating out there without help or resources is another hour they’re likely to be scooped up by Emilo Montilla’s gang. Do we know who’s running the show now that Walker put a bullet in his head?”

      One-Mile shrugged. “I made a few friends while I spent a month in Mexico, trying to off the son of a bitch.”

      “And?” Zy prompted.

      “I’ve heard that some underlings inside Emilo’s compound are trying to seize power…but there’s also gossip that his father intends to take over and oust anyone who gets in his way.”

      That made sense. Inside Tierra Caliente, Emilo had been a guppy. Geraldo was the shark.

      Trees had a suspicion that the elder Montilla had given the splinter faction to his son in the hopes that he’d grow a set of cojones big enough to run the entire cartel someday. Now that his son was dead, Geraldo was too much of a narcotics king to turn over any part of his operation to Emilo’s underlings.

      Zy nodded. “Do we know where Valeria is holed up?”

      “No,” Trees answered. “I have a number to call. When we get to Orlando, we need to arrange a meet.”

      “And we’re certain she still hasn’t heard from her sister?”

      “Yeah. She’s had calls from an unfamiliar number, but she’s been afraid to answer it. I’ll tell her she should next time her phone rings.”

      Zy nodded. “Keep me posted.”

      The powwow was about to break up when a phone buzzed.

      One-Mile pulled his mobile from his pocket. “Walker.” A frantic, high-pitched voice on the other end had him frowning. “Wait. Wait! I don’t speak Spanish.” He pulled the phone from his ear and glared at the rest of them. “Who the fuck speaks Spanish?”

      “Who is it?” Zy demanded.

      “Laila.”

      Thank God. Hopefully, the woman had gotten free, and Valeria would have one less death to grieve.

      “She’s crying and too upset to speak English, so I can’t understand a fucking word she’s saying.”

      Trees was about to volunteer since he knew un poquito Spanish, but Kane beat him to the punch.

      “I do. I’ll talk to her.” The new guy held out his hand.

      “Thank fuck.” Walker pressed the phone to his ear again. “I’m going to give you to another guy. He’s one of us, so he’ll help keep you safe.” He slid the device into Kane’s palm.

      “Find out where she is,” Zy murmured.

      Kane raised the phone with a nod. “Bueno?”

      The former small-town sheriff exchanged rapid-fire Spanish with the clearly distraught woman. Trees and the other operators watched, waiting impatiently until the new guy ended the call.

      “Well?” Zy prompted.

      “Laila escaped with one of her assailants’ phones. She’s got Valeria’s son with her. They ran to a women’s shelter. She didn’t know where else to go.”

      That had been a resourceful move. The shelter’s management wouldn’t ask too many questions, and if cartel thugs showed up, the police would be called. “She needs to dump the phone.”

      “She turned off location services, but yeah, the longer she holds on to it the more of a liability it becomes. She’s concerned that she’ll be without any way to contact her sister once she trashes the device.”

      “Where did you two leave things? Did she tell you where to find her?”

      “Not exactly. She wanted to know about Valeria. Laila was panicked because she’s been calling her sister, who hasn’t picked up.”

      That explained the unknown calls to Valeria’s number.

      “I assured her Valeria is fine and suggested she try calling her sister again. I also told her it wasn’t a good idea for them to hook back up until we roll into town. I hope she listens.” Kane shrugged. “By the end of the call, she seemed calmer…but she’s still rattled. We need a plan. Let’s put our heads together, gentlemen.”
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      After nearly twenty hours, Laila would soon be reunited with her sister. But she didn’t like how this was unfolding.

      First, Pierce Walker wasn’t involved. His friend, whom she’d spoken to on the phone, had come to Florida with a different operative to take them elsewhere. Both men were strangers. What assurance did she have that they were who they claimed to be? What did she know of their character?

      Second, EM Security had relocated her to safe houses twice since they had helped her escape Emilo—and both had been breached. Obviously, they had a problem keeping their clients’ locations a secret. Why should she believe relocating a third time would end any differently?

      She needed a longer-term strategy. Valeria seemed happy to pay these men to hide them from their enemies. Her sister swore they were the best. Laila disagreed. True, they had freed her from captivity last September, but almost nothing had gone right since. She didn’t trust them.

      Then again, she trusted no man.

      Beside her, Jorge played fitfully with a stuffed animal she had found in his diaper bag. He was bored. He was running out of diapers and food. There hadn’t been even a bite to spare for her, and she refused to ask for charity. Night had fallen. Hiding in one place for so long made her nervous. Hector and Victor weren’t stupid. They would guess—rightly—that she had not gone far with her nephew in tow. Undoubtedly, they were looking for her and Jorge. Valeria, too.

      If she only had herself to worry about, Laila would have disappeared. But she wouldn’t abandon her sister.

      Glancing again at the phone she’d swiped from her attacker, Laila resisted texting Valeria. If her assailant logged in to his cloud account, he would see her messages. She didn’t dare say anything that might give away her location or their plans.

      Suddenly, the device in her hands rang. It was hardly the first time. Victor had called all night. She hadn’t answered, but every time his name appeared, she’d fought panic. What calmed her was knowing that if he had any idea where to find her, he wouldn’t waste time dialing.

      Thankfully, the number on her display now was the one Walker had told her to expect.

      “Hello?” she answered cautiously.

      When the man on the other end asked if she was all right in Spanish, she recognized his voice. Walker’s friend.

      “You can speak English.” She was calmer now.

      “All right. I’m Kane Preston. I have your sister with me, along with fellow operative Forest Scott. He’s called Trees. We’re on our way to your location and we’ll take you to safety.”

      Were they foolish enough to believe any place was secure from the violent Ramos brothers? From the ruthless Geraldo Montilla? “Where?”

      “I’ll explain when we arrive.”

      Laila opened her mouth to object.

      “Jorge!” Her sister’s wail filled her ear. “How is he? Is my son all right?”

      Laila understood the worry, since she loved Jorge like her own. “Fine. You know I will protect him with my life.”

      Her sister sobbed in relief. “Thank you.”

      “I will always do anything I can to keep you two safe,” she assured.

      “You are so brave…” Valeria dissolved into tears.

      Kane took the phone again. “Be ready to leave in ten minutes.”

      “The shelter?”

      “The state. We’re taking you far from Orlando.”

      Finally, a decision she agreed with. She had never felt safe in this city. Too many neighbors too close together. Too many unfamiliar, transient faces. Too many people seemingly stared, as if they knew she didn’t belong.

      “All right.” Once she learned where Kane and Trees planned to settle them, she would decide if it made sense to remain. For too long, she had allowed her sister, and therefore EM Security, to decide. No more. She was captaining her own ship. No one else was making her choices. And if Valeria didn’t agree, she would persuade her older sister to her way of thinking.

      Seven minutes later, the same number rang back. “Yes?”

      “We’re here,” Kane replied. “Exit the building into the alley. You’ll find two vehicles. Bring the boy to the minivan. Then get in the RV.”

      She didn’t like his authoritative demeanor. Walker had worked with her when, with the rest of EM Security’s help, they had escaped Emilo and Mexico. Kane barked orders as if he knew the enemy better than her. Arrogant man.

      “Why two vehicles?” Did he intend to separate her from her sister?

      “I’ll explain once you’re outside.”

      In other words, trust me.

      Laila scoffed. “I want to hear now.”

      Before she put her life and her nephew’s well-being in the hands of strangers.

      “Since we’re blocking the alley, the shelter only gave us five minutes to collect you and get out.”

      That was likely true. The narrow lane had been used early this morning for delivery to the restaurant two doors down. A bank on the far end had received a visit from an armored car a few hours back. Besides, she couldn’t continue risking everyone else at the shelter. They had problems of their own. That meant she either had to run away or comply. Since it was dark and cold, and she had no way to care for her nephew, she would follow Kane’s edict—for now.

      Was there any possibility he and Trees had planned it that way so they could lure her and her sister to their doom?

      Kane sighed impatiently, and Laila’s thoughts raced. She glanced around what had once been a bedroom in this old house. Now bunk beds lined three of the four walls—all full of women unfortunate enough to find themselves at the receiving end of some man’s threat, including a sobbing woman with a bruised face and an infant. Laila’s heart went out to her.

      Then she caught sight of the paring knife a volunteer had brought the woman to cut her apple and some cheese. The blade still sat on the little cutting board…and the woman lay on the bed with her baby curled tightly against her.

      “I will meet you outside.” Laila hung up without waiting for Kane’s reply, then lifted Jorge before hopping down from her bunk.

      The diaper bag dangled from her shoulder, concealing her hand as she casually swiped the knife and tucked it against her side. She passed the same volunteer in the hall, probably on her way to retrieve the cutting board and utensil.

      Definitely time to leave.

      She wound her way to a sitting room, where a TV played the local news. Laila glanced at the broadcast, not surprised that a woman and her young nephew being attacked by two armed men was deemed too unimportant to mention.

      As she reached the back door, another volunteer waited. “Will you be all right? The bed is yours for another night if you need it.”

      Valeria—and by extension, these men—knew where she was. The location was no longer safe. Since someone inside EM was leaking secrets, she worried Victor and Hector would soon come for her, guns blazing. She already felt guilty for the hours she’d stayed. “I will be fine. Give my bed to someone in need.”

      At the forty-something woman’s understanding smile, Laila drew in a steadying breath and let herself out the door.

      The Florida night was cool, with a hint of a breeze that quickly worked its way under her thin tank and chilled her exposed legs. Carefully, she tucked the stolen knife into the pocket of her shorts and avoided the hazy golden light illuminating the door, scanning the alley for her sister.

      Instead, she found two men—strangers—each standing in front of a different vehicle, arms crossed, expressions somewhere between watchful and impatient. The one beside the minivan stood a bit over six feet with black hair, an olive complexion, broad shoulders, and a capable mien.

      There was no sign of Valeria.

      “Laila?” he asked, approaching slowly, hand outstretched. “I’m Kane Preston.”

      Walker’s friend. Because Walker trusted him, she shook his hand. “Hello.”

      All the while, she side-eyed the other man—a mountain of muscle so tall and broad he made her heart stutter. If this man wanted to pin a woman down and force himself on her, she would have no chance at all of stopping him.

      “That’s Trees,” Kane provided.

      The big man stepped closer, holding out his hand to her. Instinctively, she retreated, cradling Jorge protectively. But it was a pointless gesture. If he intended to rip her nephew from her arms, she could do nothing.

      To her surprise, he froze, then eased away, making no further move to come near her.

      “He’s safe. He’s one of us,” Kane assured.

      She scowled. The men’s blank expressions said that Walker’s fellow warriors had no idea what she had endured at the hands of the Tierra Caliente cartel. Laila wasn’t sure whether she preferred their ignorance or pity.

      “Where is my sister?”

      “In the van.” Kane bobbed his head toward the nondescript gray vehicle behind him. “You two shouldn’t be seen together.”

      Yes, there were eyes and ears everywhere…but Kane blocked the view of anyone who might spot them from the east side of the alley. Trees more than blocked the line of sight from the west. So why wouldn’t they let Valeria out of the van for a few short moments? Was she even here?

      “I insist on talking to her. I will not take another step until I do.”

      Kane cast a dark stare to Trees. He was a giant in his mid-thirties with short hair and a close-cropped beard, both in a warm brown. The seeming softness of his full mouth was offset by his massive hands. His intent stare made her shiver.

      Trees nodded and pointed to the van. “Two minutes. Inside.”

      His deep voice rattled in his larynx with a hint of rasp, as if he hadn’t used it in so long it had become rusty.

      He intimidated her—more than any man ever had. Victor and Hector were thoughtless, vile, and cruel—but not physically frightening at a glance. This man could take them both apart simultaneously without breaking a sweat.

      What could he do to you?

      Laila refused to let them lead her to their van—with no escape routes—like a lamb to slaughter when she had no assurance her sister was inside. For all she knew, they had already ended Valeria and disposed of the body. “Then what?”

      Kane cleared his throat, as if he realized she wasn’t simply going to comply. “We’ll get on the road. We think the best strategy is to minimize risk. Your intruders will be looking for two women and a toddler so⁠—”

      “We’ll separate you and Valeria,” Trees cut in, still taking her apart with those glittering eyes. “Kane will transport your sister and your nephew directly into hiding. You’ll come with me.”

      Alone? Separated from her sister? With a man she could never escape? Away to an undisclosed location? For an undetermined amount of time? To be at his mercy?

      Absolutely not.

      Laila gripped her nephew tighter, glimpsed a speck of daylight on the west end of the alley, and started running as if her and Jorge’s lives depended on it.

      She feared they did.
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      Trees watched Laila take off with a sigh. Son of a bitch.

      Kane muttered similar words. They exchanged a glance. Then the former deputy dashed to the minivan to preempt Valeria’s escape. Trees darted after Laila, whose dark curls whipped wildly behind her. Since her legs were roughly half the length of his, this wouldn’t take long.

      As he ate up ground between them, he stared. She might be small, but she was a firecracker. Clearly, she didn’t trust anyone—not that he blamed her. And as much as he hated to admit he’d noticed, her faded denim shorts flashed an enticing amount of juicy, round ass.

      Not the time to ogle her, dude.

      In less than a dozen steps, he was on her, wrapping one arm around her small waist to still her and the now-crying boy. With his free hand, he covered her mouth, cutting off the scream he knew was coming.

      She thrashed like a feral cat, clawing and hissing, throwing her elbow and launching her knees wherever she thought she might land a blow. Still, he didn’t release her—until she bit his finger hard enough to draw blood.

      “Shit…” He shook the digit as she tried to lurch from his grip before grabbing her tighter. “Laila, stop.”

      She glared over her shoulder, hazel eyes shooting fire. “Stay away from my nephew. Let me go.”

      Her whole body trembled—lips, chin, hands. She was hauntingly beautiful—and absolutely terrified.

      Time to try another tactic.

      Trees released her and held up both hands. “I’m not going to hurt you. I’m only here to help.”

      “I have heard that before.” She turned to him, scrambling back. “And I will not give you the chance to prove yourself a liar.”

      Her nephew cried, and she soothed the dark-eyed boy with soft, reassuring sounds. Her motherly instinct was strong. Clearly, she would protect Jorge at all costs. But she was running on adrenaline. It wouldn’t last. She looked exhausted. When had she last slept? Or eaten?

      Trees closed in slowly, hands still raised. “Let me help you, little one.”

      Laila turned even warier as he inched closer. If she was over five feet tall and more than a hundred pounds, it wasn’t by much. Since his height alone must be imposing to her, he did his best to appear harmless.

      Suddenly, she pulled a blade from her pocket, lunged on her tiptoes, and shoved the sharp edge against his neck. “You will not touch me again. You will not separate me from my sister. If you are capable of taking us to a new safe house and keeping us hidden—and I have my doubts—we will all go together. I will not budge until I see her.”

      Did she really think she could call the shots wielding a knife best suited for spreading butter? He’d been stabbed with far worse.

      Trees stared impassively, considering the gentlest way to end her rebellion. “I already said you could have two minutes with your sister. Threatening me isn’t necessary, Laila.”

      “Because I can trust you? Ha!” Her smile glinted like the blade at his throat. “I trust Walker. You are not him. I do not know where you have hidden my sister, but you will tell me now. And when I leave to find her, you will not stop me.”

      Trees seized her wrist. It didn’t take much effort to shove the blade away, spin her around, and fold her arm behind her back, forcing the knife from her hand. As it clattered to the asphalt, he stepped on the blade and clasped his free hand around her throat. “Because I won’t hurt you. You don’t need to fight me.”

      She trembled, breaths harsh, as she clutched her nephew. He could practically feel her concocting ways to escape.

      “Laila!” Valeria peeked out from the minivan where Kane stood sentry at the open door.

      Gasping, Laila whipped her gaze around. “Are you all right?”

      “Of course. Do not be afraid. These men are helping.”

      Laila looked unmoved. “We do not need them.”

      How did she figure that? Neither sister had been able to escape the Tierra Caliente compound without EM Security. In the harrowing hours since Emilo’s dregs had broken into their Orlando house, Valeria had been more concerned with finding her son and her sister than protecting herself. It was a miracle she hadn’t fallen into enemy hands. And how did Laila imagine she would get away on her own? Who did she think would save her if she was found?

      “You called Walker,” Trees reminded her. “You knew you needed help.”

      She struggled in his grip, holding the fussing boy even closer. “I knew he could help me find Valeria. And if mauling me is how you intend to ‘help’ me, I will do without. Let me see my sister.”

      Trees tried not to lose his patience. “We need you to cooperate.”

      “Please…” Valeria begged.

      “We have less than two minutes to be gone,” Trees reminded. “Time is ticking.”

      She tried to shrug him off, scowling when she failed. “After I see my sister, we will talk.”

      Trees had a feeling she’d already made up her mind, but he released her, hovering close in warning.

      She darted for Valeria, who would have sprinted across the alley to meet her halfway if Kane hadn’t stopped her.

      The sisters reunited beside the van and threw their arms around each other, enfolding Jorge between them. Valeria sobbed as she peppered her son’s head with kisses and thanked God. Laila clung to them both, stroking her sister’s dark hair over and over, tears streaming in thanks that Valeria was alive and unharmed.

      Their bond was deep, unmistakable, and moving.

      Together, he and Kane closed around them, both to stop the sisters from fleeing and to block any prying eyes. Trees exchanged a glance with the other operative. In Kane’s expression, he saw their shared knowledge that the women had only survived a difficult and cruel world because they had each other.

      “Are you all right?” Laila murmured.

      “Yes. How did you escape the house?” Valeria cradled her son, feverishly kissing his little head.

      Laila explained her scuffle with the two intruders and her getaway through the neighbor’s yard. She was both clever and resourceful—something Trees should probably keep in mind.

      Valeria looked horrified. “Are you certain it was Victor?”

      Hate burned in Laila’s expression. “If anyone knows that bastard⁠—”

      “It is you.” Valeria’s pity told Trees that Victor had hurt Laila in the past. “How did you get away from him when he had a gun pointed at you and Jorge?”

      Just what Trees wanted to know, but⁠—

      “Ladies, here and now isn’t the time for this conversation. Talk later on the phone.” Kane took the words out of his mouth as he nudged Valeria and Jorge toward the van.

      Laila held fast. “You should have fled the area once you realized our house had been compromised. That was our agreement.”

      Valeria shook her head and swiped at her tears. “I could not leave you and Jorge to fend for yourselves.”

      “She refused to go anywhere without you,” Kane confirmed.

      “I would not leave you behind, either,” Laila vowed. “Ever.”

      Trees had never had family willing to go to the mat for him. Not that they didn’t love him; they simply hadn’t had time. They’d been too busy surviving. His dad had worked constantly to feed the ten mouths in their house, and his mother had been continually overwhelmed by his seven younger siblings. As the oldest, if he’d had problems, he had been expected to handle them.

      “It’s time to go. We’re too pinned in and vulnerable here. If the cartel finds you and fires their weapons…” Trees glanced meaningfully at Jorge.

      Valeria clutched her son tighter. “You are right. We must leave.”

      “I am coming with you,” Laila insisted.

      Trees shook his head. “It’s too risky.”

      She ignored him. “We were apart for nearly two years, hermana. No more.”

      “Just while we travel. Just for a short time. Once we reach our destination safely, we will be together as a family. No one will separate us again.” Valeria squeezed her sister’s hand. “Please…”

      Laila scowled, then sighed in frustration. “Fine. Only while we travel.” She turned and glared his way. “Tell me now. When will I see her again? Where?”

      “I can’t say for sure.” There were too many variables, too many plans left to make.

      “You cannot or you will not?” She pinned Valeria with a displeased stare. “You hear this nonsense, yes? How do you know this is not a trap?”

      “It is not,” her sister promised. “They will get us to safety. Trust them.” When Laila huffed like pigs would fly first, Valeria tried again. “Trust me.”

      “You’ll see her soon,” Kane swore. “And you’ll still be in the States. That’s all we can say now.”

      “It will be fine,” Valeria reassured her sister.

      “Will it? They are strangers. Men. Twice they have relocated us. Both times, the cartel has discovered us. Think about it, Valeria. They must be the reason our location has been compromised.”

      As much as Trees hated Laila’s mistrust, he understood it.

      An older woman who probably ran the shelter emerged from the back door, standing just inside the dim light. “I’m sorry, but you must leave. We can’t attract any negative attention when we have so many women in need here.”

      “Sorry. Of course.” Trees nodded, then turned to the sisters. “Let’s head out.”

      Valeria gripped her sister’s hand and sent her a brave smile. “Go with him. We will talk soon.”

      Laila’s expression made it clear she wasn’t in favor of this plan. “You still have your phone, yes?”

      “I do. What happened to yours? I assumed it was charging when Victor and his henchman broke in, but then I found it broken…”

      “They smashed it.”

      “I’ll get you a new one at our first stop,” Trees promised. “Let’s clear the alley.”

      Kane nodded and urged Valeria and her son into the van. “The longer we stand here, the less safe we are.”

      Valeria turned back to brush one last kiss on her sister’s cheek. “Call me.”

      Laila held her sister tight and pressed her forehead to her nephew’s for a long, silent moment. Then Valeria sat, and Kane slid the van door shut. Laila froze, worry and tears pooling in her eyes.

      Her face told him she was wondering if she would ever see them alive again.

      “Stay safe and in touch,” Kane said to Trees as he hopped in the driver’s seat, locked the vehicle, and pulled away, slowly rolling down the alley with his lights off until he turned onto the road and disappeared from sight.

      The shelter manager nodded their way, casting Laila a regretful glance before disappearing inside, the snick of the lock loud in the otherwise empty alley.

      Now they were alone. Trees saw the exact moment Laila realized that, too. Her breaths turned rough. Every line of her body went taut. She scanned the alley nervously. Resolution crossed her face.

      Fuck, she was going to run again.

      Laila slid the diaper bag she’d forgotten to give her sister off her shoulder and tossed it in his face.

      Trees batted it away and cinched his hands around her waist. She was so damn small his fingertips nearly touched. Her ribs poked his palms. Unfortunately, he was also fucking aware of her pert tits spilling above the neckline of her soft khaki tank.

      “Do not touch me,” she hissed.

      “Don’t run.” Trees lifted her off her feet.

      Laila snarled, resisting him with more pounding fists and flailing feet. He understood. Even if her sister had been the boss’s wife, life with a cartel had likely been brutal. She was in fight-or-flight mode. She didn’t know him at all, and she had no reason to trust him. It would take time for her to figure out that he would do anything to keep her safe.

      His first order of business was to make sure she learned.

      Trees banded his arms around her and carried her, kicking and writhing, to the nearby RV, bag in tow. She fought until he backed her against the side of the vehicle, pinning her in place with his body, and tangled his fingers around a fistful of her hair.

      With a growl, he forced her to look at him. “I know you don’t trust me. But the way I see this, your choices are me or Victor. I’m the lesser of the two evils.”

      “I can survive on my own.”

      Maybe, but her sister wasn’t willing to take that chance. Neither should she.

      As he held tight, the smell of fear poured off of her. What the hell? Was she actually as afraid of him as she was of Ramos? “I’ve been paid to get you to safety and I’m going to do my job. Nothing will happen to you. Get in.”

      Thanks to his long wingspan, he could hold her immobile against the RV and still open the door. When he urged her toward the opening, she scratched and fought again, kicking and jabbing him while gripping the doorframe.

      At the far end of the alley, a dark sedan breezed by…then backed up, paused, and turned down the winding lane, headlights blinding them. Sure, the driver might be lost. But he might also be hunting Laila and her family.

      “Get the fuck inside.” He shoved her through the door, then followed, locking it behind him as he tossed the diaper bag aside. “Stay down.”

      With one hand, he withdrew his SIG from his shoulder holster. With the other, he pushed her to the floor. He crouched beside her as a sleek black Mercedes pulled alongside them so slowly it set his teeth on edge. The tinted windows of the car made it impossible to see inside.

      Whoever it was, they were looking for something. Or someone.

      Beside him, Laila trembled. Horrible things had happened to her, and he’d dig into that later. All he could do now was assure her she was perfectly safe with him and try to earn her trust.

      “Can you tell if that’s him?” he asked.

      She lifted huge, dilated eyes toward the windshield. “I-I am not sure.”

      But the terror in her expression said there was a good chance.

      They were pinned in this fucking alley. He needed to maneuver the RV out of here and get on the road, but he didn’t dare leave Laila to her own devices. He wouldn’t put it past her to hurl herself out of a moving vehicle to get away from whoever was in that sedan—and him.

      The black car crawled past the RV. He half expected the vehicle to stop, block them in, and come out with guns blazing. But finally, they cruised to the far end of the alley, then turned out of sight.

      If that was Victor and his cohort, he and Laila had caught a break. Time to get the fuck out of Dodge.

      “Stay here,” he commanded, stepping around her to grab his duffel from the seat of the small eat-in table.

      As he unzipped the bag, a crash on his right had him lurching around—just in time to see Laila shove frantically against the RV’s door.

      “Son of a bitch!” As he leapt for her, she twisted and tugged at the knob with shaking fingers, screeching at him with saucer-wide eyes. He enveloped her against his chest and growled in her ear. “Are you crazy?”

      “To want freedom? Put me down!”

      “Someone is out there, hunting you. You get that, right?” Frustration crept into his voice. He’d slept maybe a handful of hours in the last few days. And just for shits and giggles, his stomach had decided to growl, too.

      “I am the one who was nearly abducted last night. I got away from them without you. So why are you holding me against my will? And how does that make you different?”

      In her head, he wasn’t. She was fighting for her life.

      “Because I’ll never hurt you. I’m sorry I yelled. Quit panicking so we can get you out of this fucking tourist trap. It’s great that you escaped last night. You did good. But I’m the professional here. I’m taking over
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