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  Chapter one
Washington, DC


“Just tell him the truth.” 
Khara Therin delivered the stern missive to her reflection in the ladies' room vanity mirror. She'd put off telling Riddick her true identity for such a long time that it felt ridiculous and unsavory at this point. Before anything else, she would march up to where he awaited her and spill her secret. Nothing would stop her. Not how his tuxedo hung just right on his body, not how he'd teased her with dirty talk on the way here, nothing. She wouldn't give him a chance to distract her with that sonorous voice or eyes so soulful and deep she could just fall into them.
“I am the Queen of Lytua,” she whispered to her reflection, digging deep for resolve. Speaking it aloud felt strange, as she rarely had to introduce herself in this manner. Most people she met, even for the first time, already knew she was the Queen of the small island nation and addressed her by her formal ceremonial name, Queen Lillianna. Khara was the name for family and close friends. And sexy, unwitting architects who believed she was the Queen's assistant. Both the man and the deception tied her up in knots. She'd jumped at the opportunity to remain anonymous when Riddick mistook her for the Queen's assistant several weeks ago.
Joshua Riddick. Her maybe sorta new boyfriend? If he didn't run for the hills when he learned who she was.
He'd asked her to be exclusive just a few minutes ago. She was equal parts giddy and terrified.
What should have been a carefree fling with the hot American architect had morphed into… what, exactly? Would he still want to be exclusive? Maybe he'd say no big deal and they could finish what they'd started on his sofa the previous night. Her heart slammed against her ribcage remembering the feel of those big hands on her. That mouth. A sigh escaped her. 
Despite the late hour, the CharityWorks ball would continue for a while longer. The need for him was so great.
She had never experienced such intense sexual frustration, and it was her own fault she was wound so tight. She indulged in imagining him unfazed by the admission of her true identity, then ripping this couture gown right off of her body and making love to her all night.
Or, leaving it on, as he'd drawled in the car, and tossing her across the console table in the hotel suite's entryway. 
I want to watch you come undone for me, Khara.
The flutter in the pit of her stomach intensified. She gripped the counter’s edge, recalling the ferocity in his eyes as he told her all those marvelous, naughty things. 
Nope. Not backing out again. Let's get this sorted.
Khara reapplied her lip stain and was wrapping up her pep talk when the door swung open wide. It was the janitor who’d directed them to this restroom, as he was servicing the first restroom they'd tried. She gave the fresh-faced young man a bright smile. “Finishing up here. It's all y—”
"Sorry about this," the young man muttered, cutting her off.
Khara opened her mouth to question why when she saw the gun he had aimed at her. She put her hands up reflexively, flinching when he snatched her triple-strand pearl necklace off with one forceful tug. The broken clasp scratched her neck, leaving a stripe of pain behind. In a flash, he was holding her arm and unfastening her bracelet watch. She stood stunned as he stripped her of all her jewelry. Khara didn’t resist. This seemed to be a simple robbery that would conclude soon enough. 
He stuffed her jewelry into a zip-up bag around his waist. Then he gestured toward the door with the gun. Khara frowned. Not a simple robbery, after all? 
Oh, dear.
The Elite Guard trained her well for this type of situation. She would not be foolish. Khara remained calm, trying to memorize details. When she hesitated, the man took hold of her upper arm with a forceful grip and squeezed hard. Khara gasped at the pain. He cracked the door, peered up and down the hallway, and pulled her through. Khara's heart plummeted seeing Riddick crumpled on the hallway's carpeted floor. She drove a hard elbow strike into her assailant's ribs and pulled away when he let out a grunt and his hold slackened. 
Khara dropped to her knees beside Riddick, who was unconscious and bleeding from a head wound. Hot anger burst inside her as she called his name. He didn't stir. “What have you done to him?” she demanded as she checked his breathing and pulse. She laid a gentle hand on his cheek. The handsome face she'd come to know so well and dreamed about was lifeless.
“Get up,” the man said with a sneer. Gone was the amiable, helpful janitor. In his place was a calculating thug with malice in his eyes.
Khara shook her head, tugging Riddick's pocket square free. She pressed it to the oozing cut near his temple, applying pressure. “He needs medical attention.” He didn't seem to be hurt otherwise that she could see.
The not-janitor cast frantic looks around the deserted hallway. This restroom was far away from the festivities in the ballroom, which must have been part of the plan. “Not happening. Time to go. Get up.”
“I demand—”
Before she could think of anything to stall him, he grabbed her arm and yanked, forcing her to her feet. He reared his arm back and struck her in the face with the gun. Pain exploded in her cheek and Khara couldn't stop the cry that escaped her. The force of the blow knocked her into the wall. Further protests died away when he waved the gun at Riddick's form. Khara put her hands up again. Fearing the man would hurt Riddick again, Khara remained silent. 
The man tugged her upright and gave her a violent shake, hissing warnings she'd better cooperate. He dragged her out of the elegant downtown hotel's side door and down a short flight of stairs. Khara struggled to stay upright, worried she was going to twist an ankle in her heels. Frigid late-November air stabbed at the exposed skin of her arms and back like needles. Her beautiful rust-colored gown offered little protection from the bite in the evening's wind.
A nondescript car sat idling at the curb. The man squashed her into the backseat, wedged himself in beside her, and slammed the door. The driver swiveled in his seat and barked, “Hands!” 
When Khara raised her hands again, the driver yanked them together and tied them with some sort of cord. Khara curled her fingers into tight fists and pushed her wrists outward as he did, as she had been taught. Clenching the muscles and providing resistance gave her a bit of room to maneuver in her bindings she wouldn't have otherwise. They didn't tie her feet.
The driver pulled out a cell phone and aimed it at her. “Say cheese, honey.” The flash was bright, blinding her for a moment.
Ransom, then. They must know who she was. The man next to her threw something over her head to obscure her vision. It might have been a pillowcase. Rough hands pushed her into a position half-lying across the back seat, presumably to prevent other drivers from growing suspicious. The material rubbed against her skin.
Khara heard rustling as the driver shifted in his seat. The car started moving. Not too fast or wild to draw attention. 
“You sent it, right?” the not-janitor asked from above her. He sounded giddy.
“Yeah. I know what the plan is, asshole. You do your part and I'll do mine.”
The driver’s gravelly, smoker-like voice sent shivers through Khara.
She willed her thundering heartbeat to slow so she could concentrate. The side of her face was one big throbbing ache.
Whatever these two had in store for her, it would be a long night.








  
  Chapter two

Thirteen hours. 
His woman had been missing for thirteen hours and Joshua Riddick was ready to smash someone’s face in. 
The first lead they'd had since Khara went missing—the activation of the GPS trackers in her jewelry—showed her current location over 3,000 miles from DC in Nicaragua. 
Every muscle in his body felt tight. Learning that the woman he'd spent so much time with these past weeks was not the Queen's assistant, but the Queen herself already blew his mind. Once she returned to him safe—and she had damn well better be safe or someone was going to pay—he'd look closer at all of that.
One of the Queen's—Khara's—Elite Guard hung up a telephone and announced, “The jet will be standing by.”
Cenn, another Elite Guard, this one a tall woman with the close-cropped hair and collection of throwing knives, called the next step. She was the team’s second in command. "We're wheels up in one hour. You have ten to jock up.”
Everyone crowded the temporary security command center, housed in a Ritz-Carlton Hotel conference room.
The three men and women Elite Guards of Khara's personal security team conferred with the regular Lytuan Guard, who acted as support personnel. Joanne, Khara’s real assistant, stood off to the side. Worry pinched the older woman’s features as she glanced between the groups of FBI agents who had just arrived, and officers from the Metropolitan Police Department SWAT team.
"What connection does Avlah have with Nicaragua?" Cenn stared at the on-screen map.
"None that we know of." A Guard whose name Riddick thought was Wyn was shaking his head. 
Riddick wracked his brain to remember what Avlah meant. He'd been told it was an honorific. Was it respected Queen? Maybe adored Queen? No, exalted Queen. 
Queen, for Pete's sake.
Queen.
Good Lord, this was for real.
Just when he'd gotten his head around dating a Queen's assistant. Now this plot twist.
Cenn wasn’t having it. "Why would kidnappers take her there if there’s no connection? Where's the strategy in that? Has she ever even been to Nicaragua?”
Everyone turned their attention to Joanne. The petite older woman shrugged. “Not that I know of. Maybe before her election.”
Then there was that, Riddick thought. An elected monarch. An entire country elected the woman he knew as Khara Therin to be their Queen and not a mere figurehead, but a true, ruling monarch. God, Riddick's head hurt. He had so many questions. The anger and worry roiling inside him didn't have an outlet right now. 
“Who do we know in Central America—anyone?” Jaden Everly's deep voice was hard. The captain of the Queen's Elites was an imposing man, close to Riddick's own height of six-three. “Do we have any contacts there?”
“I do,” Riddick said. 
The entire room faced him. He could feel the weight of their incredulous stares. “From my Army days. I did joint operations with the military down there. I still have contacts.”
“Can they help us?”
“Maybe.”
Riddick retreated to the conference room's far side, pulling out his cell phone. He activated the scrambler before dialing a number from memory. He'd never write the number down anywhere. A fellow Ranger before being medically retired after a mission gone wrong, his friend had made himself indispensable to the US government with his hacking abilities. Riddick doubted he was still based in coastal Nicaragua, but he'd know anyone worth knowing in that region.
A gruff voice answered in Spanish. “Thought you were out of the rescue game, amigo.”
“Special circumstances, Dade. Can you help?”
“You don’t even have to ask, brother. What do you need?”
“My woman was taken. She’s been missing for almost thirteen hours and her GPS tracker shows she’s in Nicaragua. In a building we can't seem to find any information on.”
The briefest of pauses hung on the line before the other man came back with, “That’s a lot to unpack, but later. What do you know so far?”
“Not a lot. She was taken by two assailants last night from a hotel restroom here in DC.” Riddick gave him the short version and forced himself to stay calm as he retold what the surveillance footage revealed. Him getting tazed and knocked unconscious. A man in the uniform of a hotel janitor manhandling Khara. His stomach tightened as he remembered her concern for him as the kidnapper dragged her away from where he'd fallen in the hallway. 
That asshole hitting her in the face.
The sound of keys clacking in the background filled a brief silence. “What's your woman's name? She must be something to have you boo'd up.”
Riddick forced himself to swallow around the lump in his throat as they continued to converse in Spanish. “She is. Her name is Khara.”
“Forgive my crassness, but is Khara—pretty name, by the way—considered a high-value target to anyone? That does change things.”
A glance at Jaden revealed he was observing with an impassive coolness. “She's a Queen, Dade.” 
"And that's a euphemism for…?"
“Not a euphemism. She's the actual Queen of a small island nation in the Caribbean named Lytua.” 
“Huh. Well, shit, man. Go big or go home?” 
“Sort of a long story. I just found out myself. They evaded her security team, took her jewelry with the GPS trackers in it. She activated one a little while ago and it's showing her location as outside Matalejo, Nicaragua, and we're at a brick wall.”
Dade whistled. “I assume you're connected with local PD and federal law enforcement and her security team?”
“Yeah, we're back at the hotel where she was based.”
Dade's voice routed through the wireless to the room's sound system. "Put me on with whoever's in charge.”
“This is Jaden Everly, Mr. Dade. I am the captain of the Queen's Elite Guard. My entire team is here.” 
Riddick nodded. Dade had made the request in Spanish. The Guard staff spoke English and their home language of Lytuan. Keys clicked in the background again. Riddick figured he was being overheard, even in another language. Odds were that at least one of the Queen's Elite Guards spoke Spanish. Khara had mentioned everyone being multi-lingual. She failed to mention that they were guarding her, but that was a thought for another time. After she was back. 
“I'm Dade Holloway, Mr. Everly. Normally I'd want to vet you and all kinds of other shit, but if Riddick vouches for you, then we're good. I’m sure you’ll be vetting me behind the scenes.”
“Of course.”
“Who's running the tech? One of your team?”
"I am," the lead tech spoke up. If Riddick remembered right, her name was Melanie. He'd met so many of the people tasked with keeping Khara safe in the last few hours they were blurring together.
“Jesus, how old are you? You look like you should be in a high school coding class.” 
“I'm thirty, jackass. Wait. What do you mean, ‘look’?”
Dade's face appeared on the wall-mounted television Melanie was using as a monitor, having hacked into the conference room system. His face was as gaunt as Riddick remembered, and the same haunted eyes looked through the room. He’d lost more weight, too.
Melanie’s eyes narrowed, the infiltration of her domain galling her. “This is a secure room. How did you—?”
“No time, darlin'. I'm the very best, that's all you need to know. I just sent a sharing invitation to your laptop. A courtesy, really, as I'm already through most of your security. It'll just go faster if you allow it. I'm assuming you're Melanie Goodnight, who goes by the hacker name DragonFlip. I'm familiar with some of your work. Melanie, we're going to work together on this. I hope you're up for it.”
“My tech is top tier,” Jaden bit out.
Ruffled some feathers there, Riddick thought. 
Dade shrugged. “If you say so.” 
Bristling, Melanie cleared her throat. “I’ve accessed satellite data and encrypted communication in and out of Managua's airport.”
“Good. Any flight coming from the US would be subject to extra scrutiny. What else?”
“We’re getting connected with the Nicaraguan defense force now.”
"We're having our jet fueled right now to get down there." Jaden gave the high sign. He raised an eyebrow at Riddick, who nodded. Hell yes, he was coming. No matter where it was.
“Uh, hold off on that. Let's see what we can uncover first. Hang on. Okay, traffic cams don't show us much beyond a two-block radius.”
"How did you—? I don't even have access to that." Melanie looked impressed and irritated.
“When this is done, come meet me and I'll show you.”
"Dade."
“Right. Who's Lillianna? The official Lytuan website has—”
“It's Khara's ceremonial name,” Riddick said and thought again of how easily he'd fallen for her story that she, the Queen's assistant, and the Queen had gotten mixed up in the press. It was utter ridiculousness now. But then, he'd had no reason not to believe her.
“Ah, that regnal name thing, got it,” Dade continued. "Whoa, you elect your monarch? That's kinda cool. Well, anyway, there's nothing official from the US into Managua today or within the last 24 hours. That's what you came to, Mel? Can I call you Mel?"
“Absolutely not.” 
Despite the seriousness of the situation, Riddick stifled a laugh at the affront threading her tone.
"Where exactly is the GPS pinging?"
“Sending the coordinates now. Looks like some sort of factory in the middle of nowhere right outside Matalejo.” 
"Send me the exact frequency." 
She did, and they all watched Dade's lips move as he read them to himself.
“Hang on. Let me dig around a bit and get back to you. Don't go anywhere yet.”
Riddick's heart pounded. “Dade.” He had to swallow hard before he could speak the rest. "Ella… es todo, hermano." 
“Understood, brother. I'll be back in touch.” The connection dropped.
Cenn harrumphed. “Who and what was that?”
A lot of that mission and others like it remained classified. “What I can tell you is we broke up a huge human trafficking ring based there. Dade got injured, fell in love, and stayed. His wife died a few years back.”
Anger flashed in Jaden’s eyes. “We’ll have a conversation later about how you just compromised the security of our entire operation. They must have taken her there on a private plane. Were drug smugglers involved somehow?”
Riddick's mind was everywhere at once. Had they drugged Khara? Hurt her? Incapacitated her some other way? A familiar tone rang. He pushed the answer button before registering who the sound belonged to.
“Are you on your way?” Dion Wilcox, the teen he'd been mentoring for the last two years, sounded worried.
Riddick closed his eyes. The goddamned football game. Fuck. “I'm sorry, Dion. I had an emergency and completely forgot. We'll have to reschedule.”
“But… you never forget.”
"I promise I'll get back to you soon and explain." 
"It's that lady, isn't it? You dumping me to do something with Khara?"
Heat suffused Riddick's face. He'd never let Dion down. Never. The kid sounded so bewildered. "It's not like that, I swear. I'll explain everything later." The call waiting tone sounded. Riddick pulled the phone away from his ear and saw Dade was calling back. His heart lurched. “I'm sorry, I've got to go. Answers later, I promise. Soon.” 
He clicked over and felt the Elites looking at him with curiosity. He avoided their eyes. “Go, Dade. Talk to me.”
“Well, hermano, I have good news and bad news.”






  
  Chapter three

Trina Krove stifled a screech at the picture the kidnappers texted as proof they’d snatched the Queen. She was so livid she almost forgot to use the voice-altering app when she called. The phone rang only once before the goons picked up. She lit right in. “What the hell happened to her face?” 
“We roughed her up a little to show her who's boss.”
"You jackasses weren’t supposed to hurt her!"
"It felt in character. No big deal, Boss."
Trina closed her eyes, massaging her throbbing temple. He had the nerve to sound smug. "The public won’t take kindly to someone hitting her. We’re trying to discredit her, not drum up more support."
There was a pause. “So, we shouldn’t hit her anymore.”
“No!”
“Well, you’re no fun, but we got her, and you don’t. Maybe we’ll just do whatever we want.”
Idiots. Trina forced tranquility into her voice and enunciated her words, as though speaking to a child. “I don’t want her hurt. I want her humiliated. Stick with the fucking plan. And don't forget to ask her about the military!”
By the time she hung up, Trina’s jaw hurt from clenching it. Good thing this chapter was coming to a close. Her nerves couldn’t take much more.
She’d secluded herself in her home office, the only place secure enough for her extracurricular activities. Trina set it all up, employing the hacker skills he'd kept up since being promoted off the cybercrimes unit years ago. Ironic that she used those skills almost every day as the Deputy Chief of the Lytuan Metropolitan Police. Trina stowed the burner phone in the secret wall compartment that housed her untraceable laptop and a supply of phones. 
Seething, Trina struggled to regain control of her emotions. Her senator husband was counting on her. She always came through for Corey.
That damned upstart Lillianna ruined everything, stolen what should have belonged to her family. Entering the election late in the game made a mockery of the entire process, and it made her poor Corey look foolish. He should have been the king.
And most egregious was Lillianna's refusal to consider marrying their son. He thought the world of her.
After the election, Corey grew from disliking Lillianna to reviling her. A sentiment Trina wholeheartedly shared. Trina learned how to conceal the rage she felt when she heard the woman’s name.
Trina closed her eyes, running through her plan once more. This wrinkle might not be catastrophic. A battered face could make the betrayal of the public's trust that much more reprehensible. 
Trina weighed a delay in moving forward with planting the embezzlement evidence against Lillianna. She'd tip off the press while everyone was feeling sorry for the Queen and grieving the death of the Elite Guard—whichever one that turned out to be. Everyone would feel especially duped. 
Portraying Lillianna as orchestrating the kidnapping herself to steal the ransom money paid for her safe return? This careful scheme might be one of Trina’s best. Even if Lillianna changed her mind about marrying Cyrus now, it was too late. Trina passed the point of no return. 
All the pieces would come together this time. She went about her business, ensuring she covered her tracks and had an airtight alibi, just in case. Even she wasn't immune to scrutiny. 
Corey bellowed it was time for them to get going. A Senate event her husband was hosting required their attendance. It was imperative that she behave normally, as though the kidnapping was a complete surprise. 
No doubt she’d spend most of the night at the police station as the Lytuan Metropolitan Police offered whatever help they could provide to search for their Queen. Her boss, the Chief of Police, was the only officer on the island who outranked her. 
Keeping the sheer glee from her expression over Lillianna’s misfortune would challenge her in a way nothing else had. Trina couldn’t wait.






  
  Chapter four

The Intermediary watched things unfold through the rifle’s reticule. Crouched on her belly on the second floor of the neighboring warehouse, her vantage point of the trio left no room for error. Their excessive noise would draw attention. She remained motionless and, for the first time in a long time, wondered how the hell she had gotten to this point. 
The killing wasn’t the worst part. That was what she’d trained to do, after all, and she excelled at it. This use as an enforcer pricked at her. If the Boss didn’t have her by the short hairs…. The Intermediary didn’t know why the Boss insisted she hire low-level criminals. Their amateurish posturing was bound to get them caught. Unless that was the plan. It didn’t matter. She’d be far away from here if that happened.
The woman they’d dragged out of the car wore an evening gown. Looked to be designer. Pretty rust color, perfect for a fall event. If she hadn't spent so much time in Lytua, she wouldn't have believed the woman was the Queen. They had tied the Queen's hands and were shouting at her as they dragged her inside.
Her job was to tie up loose ends, not think too hard about what was happening. That had never stopped her before, though.
The Intermediary felt nauseated by the thought of a woman being hurt or violated as she’d been once upon a time. She’d never allow it if she could prevent it. The Boss might have money and leverage, but the Intermediary had a code. And most importantly, the Boss wasn’t here. The Intermediary was a master at spinning things; she’d been doing it for years. For now, she waited for what happened next. After this job, her debt would be repaid. She didn’t know what her next move would be, but that was a problem for tomorrow. She’d figure it out on a beach somewhere in the South Pacific. Some non-extradition place with first-rate hospitals.
The thick vegetation surrounding the warehouse made the air feel heavy and close inside. She stood and stepped back from her scouting position when another wave of nausea rolled over her. This morning sickness business was for the streets. 
She brought his face to mind, and her heart squeezed, imagining his joy if she told him. How he'd hug her, spin her around, and then slap her in handcuffs. Tears stung her eyes. All these damn hormones made her weepy and introspective.
A pregnant assassin. How ridiculous could you get?
Nope, not gonna think about this now. Getting involved with a deep-cover CIA agent had been an epic mistake. Now she was paying the price.
She re-focused her mind on the task at hand. Just one last job. And she was going to do it her way. She felt ill for a moment, but it passed. 
It wasn’t long before the Boss’s signal came and put an end to her inopportune self-reflection. The Intermediary rolled her shoulders and emptied her mind. Showtime.






  
  Chapter five

The car ride hadn’t taken long, though it left Khara nauseated and disoriented. Worry for Riddick gnawed at her. The bleeding hadn’t looked too bad, but head wounds were tricky. 
When they’d torn the cover from her face, they were in the middle of a dingy warehouse. Her captors forced her to sit on the floor. Khara bit down on her indignation at their manhandling. Really, there was no need to shove. Regaining her composure, she let her training take over. She said nothing, offered no protest, and cataloged details, straining to make out any clues. She could smell the river and figured they were still in the city. How close was that train in the background? Or was it a plane?
Their voices echoed in the large room. Not a warehouse. Were they in an airplane hangar? 
Her bound hands came away bloody when she rubbed at the dull ache in her cheek where the man struck her. The bully. As she sat shivering in the sleeveless gown, Khara thought if she’d known she was going to be abducted tonight, she would have worn a wrap. It was so preposterous that Khara had to suppress a giggle. Her shoes had come off somewhere in the fray and damn, those were her favorites. And her pretty corsage, too. That had been such a lovely surprise, a perfect complement to her dress.
A sharp longing rose in her as she thought of Riddick, but she nudged it aside for now. It was essential to stay sharp and focused. She tried to keep as much of her feet off the cold concrete floor as she could and studied her two captors. Khara was already calculating how she might play them off against one another.
The one who'd posed as a janitor babbled nervously. They seemed antsy, like they were killing time. 
The second man was short and squat, with bulging eyes reminiscent of a frog. A chill went up her spine when he looked at her. He had mean eyes, gleaming with malevolence. This was the one she needed to worry about. His movements were quick and soundless. He was far more watchful than his companion and said little. He's done this before. If she had any chance to go on the offense, she'd start with him. Her only hope was to catch him off guard.
Her best guess was that they were acting on someone else’s orders and waiting for instructions. Whoever was behind this gave them only the information to get the kidnapping done. 
Who hated her enough to have her kidnapped? And to what end? Corey Richardson was the only person who came to mind, but the Senator was too smart to be involved in something like this. He might be a bitter political rival who'd taken losing in the election personally, but he wouldn't stoop to kidnapping. Would he? 
Think, Khara, she admonished herself. How could she convince these men to give at least one of her jewelry items back? She only needed a second to activate the GPS on any of them. Perhaps she should have said yes to having them activated all the time. Jaden was going to have a field day with this. 
They hadn't hurt her, not really, but at least one had no idea what he was doing. It sounded like he was reciting a bad script in a community theater production. This was a low-level American thug who yelled at her in English when he thought she didn't understand. Never mind she'd spoken English when she was asking what happened to Riddick.
Khara wondered if she should feel insulted that the mastermind behind this hadn’t had the decency to hire more competent henchmen. The ridiculous thought had her smothering another inconvenient giggle.
The bigger man—swarthy, neck tattoos—had little patience for his partner. He wasn't even trying to hide his exasperation, sucking his teeth and heaving put-upon sighs. When he tired of the incessant chatter, he snapped, “Stop talking. You're giving away everything.”
“She doesn't even speak English.”
Khara tensed and paid careful attention to keeping her face neutral.
The man leaned down into her space. His watchful eyes narrowed as he looked for a reaction. “Hmm. So, then she won't get it when I say I'd have fucked her twice by now if I wasn't getting paid so much money not to hurt her, right?” 
Not a flicker of emotion crossed her face, despite the frisson of terror at his cavalier words. She’d worked on this skill for years with a body language expert.
When she maintained her blank, lack-of-understanding expression, the man cocked his head. “See, I think she does speak English. Clever of her to pretend not to, but I don't expect her to admit it.”
“That’s silly. Why would she do that?”
“You might be right. Eh, nothing personal, lady.” 
She almost wilted with relief when he shrugged and wandered off. 
This was a scenario she and the Guard had practiced many times. She should say nothing, take in as much detail as possible, and try not to let on that she spoke English, then activate her GPS. The one incompetent fool spoke freely in front of her, as though he were trying to remember the correct order of tasks. She frowned and shook her head.
Now he was using a translation app, of all things, to make nonsensical demands of her. He wanted her to order her troops to withdraw, which didn’t make a lick of sense since she hadn’t deployed the Lytuan Army anywhere. What was this farce? 
When Khara gave no indication she understood what he was saying, the frustrated kidnapper screwed his face up in confusion. Either he wasn't speaking Lytuan or he was butchering it beyond recognition.
"You must be saying it wrong." The second man reappeared from where he'd been standing in the shadows. He eyed her again, slower this time, and treated her to a chilling little smile. A gold front tooth flashed in the dim light. He'd take glee in hurting her, that smile said. Khara fought a shiver. 
The phony janitor frowned as he squinted to read what was in the app. After playing with the settings, he dictated what he wanted to say and then held the phone up in front of Khara's face. The playback was pure gibberish. This was not Lytuan.
“Here.” The man threw up his hands. "You try speaking this shit, then."
Frogman demanded he hand over the phone. He scanned the app, then barked out a one-note laugh. After tapping the screen, and shaking his head, he held the phone up to Khara.
“Withdraw your troops and call them back home immediately,” the app's vaguely British-sounding voice intoned in over-enunciated Lytuan.
“I don't know what you mean,” she answered in her mother tongue. 
“Hey! What did you do?”
“You had it set to Latvian, you idiot.”
No recognition lit in the other man's face.
“That's one of the three Baltic State countries the former USSR occupied. She's Lytuan, not Latvian! It's an island in the Caribbean.”
"Oh."
The second man typed into the app and held the phone up to Khara once more. “Excuse my associate. He's appallingly stupid.” 
But this gentleman was not, and that struck genuine fear into Khara's heart.
“I'm going to get some food. I'll be back in about an hour. This one's smart. Don't let her out of your sight.”
As soon as the froglike man left the warehouse, Khara assessed the remaining goon. He was jittery and reedy. If she played helpless victim enough to draw him in, she could beat the crap out of him and run. She knew how to escape and evade. But without her trackers for guidance, the Elites would never locate her. She'd have to reconsider the internal tracker option. 
She could cover a lot of ground in the hour until the other man returned. Khara calculated, knowing her lack of shoes would hinder her speed. How far was she from other people? City lights were twinkling in the near distance.
“I need to use the restroom.”
The man looked at her, uncomprehending. Khara pointed at the phone, and he got the app opened again.
She gave him her sweetest smile when he at last understood. He was untying her hands and Khara was readying herself to attack when the froglike man's voice floated through the darkness. 
“Stop!” 
The skinny man froze, and they both glanced up to see the froglike man with a gun pointed at her. Did he have a military background? He moved with a sinister quiet. 
Khara took one moment to ponder if she should go with her planned attack. 
Even if she only got one attacker out of the mix, the odds were better. But could she outrun the heavier man when her bare feet were stinging with the cold? He'd hurt her for certain if she tried and failed. She was sure of that. He had an unmistakable air of cruelty. His very presence cast terror in her mind.
The Elites surely knew she was missing by now. They must be looking for her. There was a standard window of time they used to keep visual tabs on her. Goodness knows she’d messed it up many, many times in the beginning. Someone would have found Riddick and treated his head by now.
She tried to reposition her arms to ease the nagging discomfort of the awkward angle. Affecting boredom, she scanned for something she could use as a weapon.
The little one seemed a tad more reasonable than his accomplice. How could she use that?
He tossed desultory looks her way as he paced and chain-smoked. 
After stubbing out his sixth or seventh cigarette against the sole of his shoe, the not-janitor rummaged around the bag where he'd stashed her jewelry. He whistled as he held her pearls up in the dim light. “Bet we could get a few stacks for this. They’re probably real.”
“This ain’t no robbery.”
“She looks like she can afford more.”
"We put the jewelry back after the signal. Stop screwing with it before you turn it on accidentally. You know what, just gimme the damn bag."
The froglike man held out his hand until the skinny goon put the necklace back in the bag, zipped it up, and handed it over.
“You don't have to be rude, you know. You could have just said ‘Lemmy, please give me the bag of expensive-ass jewelry’.”
The other man froze in the act of strapping the pouch around his waist. “You just told her your name.”
“Oh. Ah, Lemmy's just a nickname.”
“Stop. Just stop talking.”
The phone rang. It echoed loud and screechy in the cavernous space. Lemmy jumped and jostled into the other man as he clambered to answer it. The froglike man elbowed him away with a look of disgust and clicked to answer. Khara tried not to appear too interested.
“Yeah, Boss,” frogman said, swatting at the other man’s hand. “We left it just like you said. On the counter.”
Left what? Were they talking about her purse?
Another scuffle broke out after Lemmy somehow hung up on the “Boss” while trying to grab the phone away from the other man. They both stared at it in stunned silence, then the froglike man thwacked Lemmy in the back of the head, cursing at him.
“You better not mess this deal up for me. I will fuck you up.”
When the phone rang again, he sobered and put it on speakerphone this time.
A digitally distorted voice on the other end of the line berated them for their incompetence. Disguised. Khara couldn’t even tell if the speaker was a man or woman.
“She doesn't know what we're talking about with the Army troops, Boss. Should we try to—”
“Don't worry about it. It's just a distraction.”
A distraction? From what?
“We’re gonna need some more money,” the frogman man burst out after they’d agreed to stay put and await further instructions. Lemmy bleated a protest and tried to jerk the phone away. He got a vicious shove to the collarbone for his trouble.
An ominous silence followed from the other end of the phone. “You had a simple job, and I’ve paid you handsomely for it. You don’t want to play this game with me.” Even with the computerized distortion, the Boss’s voice was impatient and laced with menace.
“We got her, and you don’t. Cough up more money or we go to the cops.”
Lemmy hissed at his greedy partner, trying to apologize, but the Boss had reached their limit.
“You’ve served your purpose and sent a message. Won’t be needing both of you anymore. Consider yourself fired.” The line went dead.
“You idiot!" Lemmy grumbled, staring dejectedly at the phone. “They already told us—” 
"Fuck all this cloak and dagger shit.” The frog man stalked toward Khara, wearing an angry sneer. She wrestled down a swell of panic. He was coming to inflict serious pain and she'd need to fight smart. “Get up!” his shout echoed off the walls. “I'm gonna—”
He reached for her, mid-threat when he stiffened. Khara heard the ping of broken glass. The frogman fell sideways, shot through the throat, and was dead before his body thudded to the floor.
Lemmy yelped and dove behind a column. Seeing her chance, Khara clambered to her feet and threw herself onto the dead man. A pool of blood spread beneath him onto the cold concrete. She stayed low and hoped whoever was shooting had meant to kill this guy and not her. She whimpered and begged, hoping to cover how she was trying to get to the man's waist bag. With her hands still tied and the frogman’s dead weight, it was a Herculean task to maneuver him enough to get the bag even partially unzipped. She almost had her necklace when Lemmy grabbed her. Khara twisted and kicked out at him with merciless savagery while she kept digging in the bag to get her hands on something. There wouldn’t be another chance. He must know what she was trying to do. Her heel connected with his groin. He folded over but didn’t release her.
Khara gave a triumphant cry when her hand closed around her watch. Not a moment too soon, for Lemmy finally succeeded in hauling her up and away. He flung her aside. Khara went down hard, tangled up as she was in her gown. She jarred every bone in her body doing the best break-fall she could manage, then lay there trying to catch her breath.
Lemmy retrieved the gun from where he’d dropped it and stalked over to her. A sliver of satisfaction at him limping wedged itself into her fear. Anger contorted his face.
“You’re lucky I’m not supposed to hit you,” he wheezed, holding his side. Blood trickled from his nostrils and split bottom lip. She’d gotten a couple of good licks in. Good.
Khara ignored him, unrepentant. Blood may have covered her, and her hip and knee were throbbing from their contact with the concrete, but she’d felt the vibration sequence on the watch. 
She’d activated it. Now her job was to stay safe until the cavalry arrived.






  
  Chapter six

“Spill it, Dade.” 
“Bad news: the trail is cold. The GPS is not transmitting in Nicaragua anymore. So all we have is the last known coordinates. Good news: there's nothing there.” 
"What are you saying?"
“It's a wide open plain, no building, no chance your Queen is physically there. I don't believe your Queen was ever in Nicaragua. I think someone tampered with your signal. Hate to break it to you, but you've been—”
"Spoofed," Melanie said, her fingers already flying over her keyboard. “Of course!”
“What the hell is spoofing? Break it down for me.”
Dade and Melanie both started explaining at the same time, but Dade deferred to her. “It's when someone uses fraud to convince their target that they're someone or something they trust, usually to scam them.”
"Khara's GPS has been faked? Why would someone want us to think she's in Nicaragua?”
“My guess is to throw you off the trail and keep you out of the way from whatever it is they're really trying to do. What it's showing you isn't what's there. Those coordinates are to an empty field outside Matalejo, near Managua. Here's what's really at those coordinates.”
A flat, open grassland plain appeared on the monitor.
“Where is she, Dade?” Riddick growled the question. "Is it possible she was there and isn't now?"
“Possible, but unlikely. The flight is five hours direct. Even if they went right away. They could have driven to another airport and flown from there. Mel, honey, you still there?”
She paused, a flicker of annoyance crossing her face at both the endearment and the shortened version of her name. But he was already correcting himself.
“Sorry, that was unprofessional. Ms. Goodnight.”
“Nothing went into that airport. Nothing from the States. But if they flew somewhere else first, then went in, it wouldn't stand out.” 
The two techs tossed jargon back and forth as they worked, their goal to strip away the false signal piggybacking on the buried one.
“Hang on. Now run the program again and let's see what we see.”
Hands shaking, Melanie did just that. The image on the wall-mounted monitor pulled back to a higher-elevation map displaying all of South, Central, and North America. The digital map shimmered, hovering for a split second as if reluctant to reveal the truth.
Riddick rubbed his eyes, shaking his head to clear it. “Come on,” he hissed at the screen, his jaw aching from constant clenching, the lack of sleep catching up with him.
The room fell silent, tension quivering in the air. They all held their breath as the location pin began to move. Up, up, up. North to central Canada, then east and south, finally zooming in over the eastern seaboard to settle on a building near the Anacostia River.
She was still in the city. 
“She’s still here." Riddick barely trusted his voice. “Or at least her jewelry is.” 
Relief flooded him, easing a fraction of the tension coiled in his chest. He would have burned Nicaragua down to find her. 
“So they take her jewelry, give a fake signal, to do what? Have us chasing our tails while they…?” Jaden shook his head, perching his hands on his hips. “We have the tracking info for the three pieces of jewelry, but we didn’t think to look at them to see if they were live. We were waiting for them to activate. Can you figure out where this signal was generated from?” 
Dade gave an emphatic nod. “Mel and I, I mean Ms. Goodnight and I will work on that.” 
“That’s near the Community Boathouse in Southeast.” One of the SWAT team pointed at the screen. “Right by the train yard.”
"Saddle up, team!" Jaden called out. The tech was busy hunting up the building’s schematics.
After a quick briefing with the assembled law enforcement groups to form a preliminary plan, they mobilized for a rescue mission. The warehouse wasn’t far away. 
As men and women got busy checking weapons and stowing gear, Riddick waited skeptically for the MPD operatives to move away. “What's the rest of your team's plan? I know you didn't tell SWAT everything.”
Jaden shot him a glance but turned his attention to speaking to the other Elites in Lytuan. They were nodding and ready to kick all kinds of ass. He'd seen that familiar determination in their eyes, the focused intensity of rescuers in the zone. 
When Riddick fell into step on the way to the garage, Jaden did a double-take, then shook his head and held up a hand. “Leave it with us, Mr. Riddick.”
“I want in.”
“I am sure you'd be a big help in a scrap, but this has to be us. Stay here.”
Riddick gave Jaden a flat look. “Would you stay here if it was your woman?”
“Not a chance in hell.”
“Then there you go. I've done plenty of ops just like this. Let me help.”
“I get that, really, and recognize you're trained in SpecOp. But we can't risk—”
“I'll go in anyway and get her myself if I have to.”
Jaden harrumphed, then swore. “You have some balls; I'll give you that.” 
He stopped walking and instructed the others to go ahead. A quick glance around assured him they could speak in private.
“Look, I'm sure you faced similar—husbands, fathers, brothers who want to be there to rescue their loved ones. What did you tell them when they wanted to help?”
“Goddammit. That we couldn't risk their safety or the team's and that it could endanger the rescuees.”
“Exactly. No matter how well-meaning or well-trained they were, they didn't work with your unit. They didn’t know all the security measures that never get written down and no one outside your team knew.
"I get it. I do, but our team doesn't know you and can’t anticipate your moves the way we can with each other. That uncertainty will most likely get people hurt, if not outright killed.
"I don't care who you are to the Queen. This isn't personal. We'd tell her sister the same thing. No one outside our team knows the security measures we use. The fewer people who know, the safer she is. Of anyone, you should understand the importance of outsiders not having team intel. 
"We're doing this jointly with MPD as a courtesy. We'll shove them aside if necessary. This is our Queen, and nobody is touching her. Don't fight me on this. All my energy and focus need to be on getting her back safely and keeping my team from harm.”
Riddick clapped Jaden on the shoulder and nodded, a silent understanding passing between the two men. Jaden took his role as the Queen’s Sentinel seriously.
“You can ride with us, but you’ll need to stay by the car until this is done. We’re the ones with diplomatic immunity. Let us handle this."
Standing back may have been the hardest thing Riddick had ever done, but he knew about precision teamwork and wanted this operation to run as smoothly as possible. No one in the car questioned him when Cenn handed him a bone conductor earpiece already programmed to the team channel. 
If these assholes had hurt her…. The memory of Khara being struck sent a surge of anger through Riddick. 
The SWAT team cleared the neighboring building and set up overwatch. The SUVs parked out of sight. Riddick watched as the Elites leapt out to get into position.
Only the discipline cultivated with the Rangers allowed Riddick to remain still, the soldier within him reawakened with a chilling clarity. Everything felt heightened. He distanced himself mentally from his emotions. For the purposes of this op, Khara wasn’t a woman he cared about; he had to think of her as a mission objective.
The SWAT team sniper did recon. Her whisper-soft voice in his ear was so clear she could be standing right next to him.
“Tagging one armed hostile. Carrying a small caliber pistol. Looks like he could have another in the back waistband of his pants.”
“What else?” The SWAT team commander's voice was low and steely through the earpiece, clipped and no-nonsense.
“Scanning, ma'am. There we go. I have eyes on the Queen. She is bound, but not gagged, sitting on the floor. Doesn't appear to be injured. Single Bad Guy is waving a gun around. Seems to be yelling at her. There's a second guy on the floor in a pool of blood. Looks dead. Bad Guy is grabbing the Queen.”
All the muscles in Riddick’s neck and face pulled taut as a voice crackled through the earpiece:
“Wait. There's some sort of commotion happening. Got some pushy-shovy.”
Riddick's hands clenched into fists, the urge to protect Khara overwhelming. 
“Damn, she just kneed the dude in the balls and swept him. Ooh, shit, she just delivered a wicked headbutt. That's right. Get him, honey.”
"Do you have
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