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      “You need to eat something.” His voice sounded like gravel shifting underfoot. The kind of vocal damage that came from an extended period of screaming.

      Still, underneath it, Roxie could faintly hear her brother.

      The boy he’d been—Adam Helton.

      Beside her now was Angus Dubkowsky, per his driver’s license. The man who had picked her up from outside the hospital after she found out Liam had been killed in that compound explosion.

      Dead.

      Roxie stared at the ocean. The boat rocked back and forth, back and forth. But the lullaby of the still water, the sky that stretched overhead, and the gradual bleed of one day into the next did nothing to soothe her. “I want my dog.”

      “There’s work to do. Millions of lives are at stake, and you’re worried about your dog?”

      “She’s all the family I have left.” Roxie turned to him.

      The expression on his face didn’t shift. His beard growth covered what she knew was a thick scar on the left side of his face. His right forearm had some knotted scars on the top and the underside, the same spot protection dogs were taught to grasp the assailant and hang on.

      Despite her jab about their family status, he remained completely impassive. He might as well have been made of stone. Maybe he was.

      “What do you think a dog is gonna do on a boat?” He folded his arms. “They need grass. They need to run.”

      “Have you even had a dog since you left?”

      His jaw flexed. “My life isn’t conducive to having a dog underfoot.”

      Roxie unfolded her legs from the chair and stood. “Then you need to change your life because there’s something wrong with it.”

      “We have a lead.”

      She flinched. That seemed to happen a lot, lately. But then, she’d had everything she’d ever wanted. And in a matter of days, it was gone. When her brother picked her up, along with several of his men, they’d cleaned out the hotel room she’d shared with Liam nearby but only brought her things—and no electronics.

      The boat was a safehouse for them. Just not one that was big enough she could get privacy except when they left her alone on the deck.

      Someone had offered her a drink, but alcohol wasn’t going to numb the pain, and she would end up feeling worse than she already did.

      They had Carim below deck. She pretended she couldn’t hear the sound of them…extracting…information from him.

      Adam said, “He asked again to talk to you.”

      Roxie looked at the water. It wasn’t like anyone had given her a phone so she could call the Northwest Counter Terrorism Taskforce office number. Make sure she still had a job with them. Get her dog back. She hadn’t been able to connect to the camera that showed her if Pronto was recovering from getting kicked. It felt like more than just a couple of weeks ago now.

      More like another lifetime.

      Thinking about it just made her think of Liam, and that hurt too much to do. She would rather be numb, but that wasn’t working either. Instead, it felt like a void. Or a rubber band pulled so tight she didn’t want to do anything to snap it.

      “Simon cares about you.”

      Roxie said, “So we’re just going to continue glossing over the fact you guys are some super-secret black ops Vanguard team that no one knows about. And I worked there for months. I’ve never even heard more than a whisper of you.”

      “That’s the way it has to be.”

      “So you would’ve let me live my entire life believing you were dead. Letting me think I had no family. Completely alone. No one to walk me down the aisle.”

      “Simon told me you went to the courthouse. I wouldn’t have been able to get back in time.” He lifted his head. “He sent me a photo. I thought you looked happy, and I was happy for you. Until I saw you guys for myself, and I realized he was no different than that other guy.”

      Roxie slapped her open palm across his face.

      Her brother just stood there. He did nothing to stop her when they both know he could have.

      “He was nothing like Mark.”

      “So you say.” He lifted his chin slightly.

      “I’m not having this conversation with you. You know nothing about me and Liam.” The night breeze blew hair across her face, and she closed her eyes for a second. Every part of her wanted to remember her husband, to call forth all the good that had been between them. But using it just to prove a point with her brother wasn’t what those memories were for.

      The rest of her life, they were all Roxie had.

      “I’ll add that to the list of things not to bring up.” Adam shifted his stance, little more than a shrug though he didn’t move his shoulders. “Right under Simon. Vanguard. Your old life. Your job. All you wanna talk about is your dog. Well, there’s a case to work. So why don’t we focus up, get this done. When the threat is over, you can go find your pet.”

      She could’ve slapped him again, but Roxie’s hand still hurt from the last time. What had started out as a grief reaction had turned into a reprieve from her life and the things she didn’t want to face but would have to eventually. If she wasn’t careful, it would turn into inertia. Like her seeming inability to open the worn Bible one of the guys had given her.

      Years would go by.

      Hiding might be easier, and often necessary, but she had a job. A life. Decisions. Responsibilities. She couldn’t sit on the deck of this boat forever.

      “What solid lead did you torture out of Carim?”

      Adam shook his head. “He and I came to an agreement.”

      “That’s what you’re going to call it?”

      “I’m giving you a lot of room here, but you should know more than one of my men has threatened to throw you overboard to let the water knock some sense into you. Or a shark.”

      “That isn’t funny.” Roxie folded her arms across her chest but realized that made her mannerism match his. She let her hands fall to her sides. “If I’m such an inconvenience, drop me off on shore somewhere. I’ll figure it out.”

      Adam just stared at her.

      “What?”

      He let out a sigh.

      There was definitely something. “Tell me.”

      Adam scratched at his jaw, his fingertips disappearing into the thick, dark blonde hair that now curled on his head. “Darwish put out a hit on you and Liam.”

      Roxie swallowed against the lump in her throat, but it didn’t move. She inhaled sea air through her nostrils, not even able to appreciate what was an admittedly gorgeous night. She would have to admit that, if pressed, it was beautiful out here. The problem was that she didn’t feel anything. Just…cold.

      Her husband was dead, so Darwish had what he wanted. Liam had been caught in the explosion at a black site. Darwish had intended to free his brother from government confinement, but Adam and his team had intercepted, rescued her, and taken Carim for their own ends.

      “Fine. I’m not safe.” She didn’t like the idea of being captive any more than anyone else. “I can protect myself. Darwish has a whole plan. It’s not like he’s going to waste much time worrying about taking me out.”

      “So you’d rather disappear?”

      “Whatever I do, it’ll be my choice.”

      Adam said, “How about being a pain, stopping him before he completes his plans, and proving to everyone that you can do this on your own?”

      “You were doing so well. Then you ruined it.” Roxie turned away and walked to the edge, grasping the railing to anchor herself in the moment. Motion. Feeling. Anything to fight the numbness and the slow creep of inertia.

      “I just want you to know you’re strong on your own. That you can do this, and you didn’t need him.”

      Roxie looked at her brother, who almost looked sorry. She wasn’t convinced he was capable of feeling remorse. “Except I’ll be doing it with you and your team there to back me up and protect me.”

      At least with Liam, she’d been with the man she loved.

      Roxie didn’t want to regret spending all those weeks in Georgia at Marshals training. Would she even get to go and do the job? Maybe they’d assign her to some random field office. The taskforce probably wouldn’t want her to work with them when they didn’t get Liam anymore. He’d been the one they wanted, and she just happened to come along as well. A package deal.

      “We aren’t gonna crowd you.”

      The implication being that they—and he—weren’t like “them.” Which was how they described her husband, the ex who had abused her, and his brother who’d come after her. As if there was any correlation on earth between Liam and those guys. It was insane. They were night and day. Liam had been everything a good man was supposed to be.

      But did he get a shot at a long life? Or happiness?

      No.

      A heavy hand landed on her shoulder, and she flinched. “Sorry.” He practically grunted the word. “Help us finish this.”

      Roxie turned slowly, lifting her gaze to meet her brother’s. “Why do you need me?”

      It was the way he’d said it. Encouraging her to help them out, like she was one of the team when they had no intention of extending that invitation. Obviously, Vanguard knew where she was, but no one had spoken to her about her future.

      Her friend Destiny from Benson had worked there since she was rescued from kidnapping in Africa. Her fiancé, Jasper Hollingsworth, now ran the company since Clare had decided to stay home with her new baby more. They were in transition.

      Except for Simon, no one had reached out.

      “Fine. We’re going to draw him out, and we need someone to stand with Carim in public.”

      There it was. “And you can’t show your faces.”

      “It is what it is. This is the life we’ve chosen.”

      Roxie wanted to get into that, but she was already exhausted from talking to him for this long. She needed sleep. Except even that oblivion didn’t seem to help her recharge right now. “Sounds like something you tell yourself to make you feel better.”

      She knew something about that. Maybe it was a family trait.

      Adam turned to look out over the water. “The focus is this mission. We need to stop Darwish, and that means taking Carim out with someone to watch him while we provide overwatch.”

      “So I’m in the line of fire while you guys are all tucked away and safe?” Roxie didn’t like that idea.

      “It’s not like we can fake Carim’s face. We don’t have that tech on the boat, and it isn’t a sure thing anyway. Darwish will know it’s not him.”

      “So you parade me out there with a terrorist when you know for a fact his brother put out a hit on me?”

      “Two birds and all that.”

      Roxie shook her head. “What?”

      “We keep Carim secure. We catch Darwish when he shows up, and we eliminate the threat against you. Maybe that’s three birds and one stone.”

      “You’re pretty convinced you guys can pull this off.” He didn’t appear the least bit nervous. “Confident much?”

      “We aren’t going to let anything happen to you.”

      “You think I care about that?” She just wanted her dog back. Maybe when the mission was done, she could sneak off and make her way to Dakota’s house. Her boss probably wanted to talk to her anyway. If there was no reason for Roxie to be protected, then she could get back to her life.

      Without Liam.

      The whole idea made her sick, but she also knew it was something she had to do.

      No more hiding.

      “Fine,” Roxie said. “Let’s get this done.”
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      It had taken him an entire day to recall his name.

      Things had come in pieces since then. Fragments he’d had to assemble in his mind, until something like a personality, or a history, came together.

      Then she showed up.

      An older woman, beautiful and serene. She’d laughed when he told her that. She’d laid her hand on his, and a tear had rolled down his cheek. Mom hadn’t left his side in the three days since she’d found him.

      Someone shook his shoulder gently, an intrusion into his thoughts. “Time to wake up.”

      Liam O’Connell blinked, and the room came slowly into focus. He sucked in a breath and looked at her, standing over his bedside. “I was just resting my eyes.”

      She gave him the same look she did every time he lied to her. As if he were still a little kid who exasperated her and not a grown man. “I know, Lee. But the doctor wants to look at you.”

      “Good.” He reached over and hit the button to raise the head of the bed. “Time to get out of here.”

      His mom reached for his phone, but Liam grabbed it first. Which should tell her all she needed to know about his condition and the fact he would be fine.

      It was time to get out of this bed and look for Roxie.

      “Hey, there.” The doctor smiled as she came over, probably in her forties. He’d guess she had Indian heritage, and her brown eyes were warm. Some doctors seemed jaded and insisted on treating symptoms rather than seeing them as a person. This doctor held out her hand, and Liam set his in it.

      She hung on, looking at the face of her analogue watch.

      He realized she was checking his pulse. And at the same time, connecting with him person-to-person in that small way. The entire staff knew his wife had been there. That he’d been caught in a catastrophic explosion, and nearly lost his life. His head still thrummed with pain even though they’d been pumping him with all kinds of meds since he landed in this place.

      “I hear you’re ready to get out of here.”

      Liam flipped his phone over and saw the notification. “I hear you’re the one that has to sign off on it.”

      “Ah, someone willing to follow the rules.”

      He wasn’t sure that was true, but things had been coming back slowly in the four days since he woke up. Far too long to be out of it. Especially when he remembered the last time he’d seen Roxie.

      And then that empty hallway.

      A dead Marine.

      SUVs.

      Ka-boom. His world had flipped upside down and inverted. Now he had four stitches on the left side of his head, just back from his temple, and a broken wrist they’d put a cast on. One of his toes was broken, and his hip had been bruised badly, but nothing had broken there.

      “At least to a point, right?” She flashed a smile at him.

      Liam pressed his lips together and smiled.

      The doctor chuckled through her assessment of him, while he grunted and tried to pretend her prodding didn’t make him want to hurl. His mom had brought him a smoothie hours ago. He needed a cheeseburger and the chance to get out there and look for Roxie.

      His phone buzzed against his stomach.

      The doctor set her stethoscope back around her shoulders. “If you insist on being upright, I’ll accept you leaving, but only on the understanding you spend at least nineteen hours of every day horizontal. No exceptions. And those five hours upright are broken up through the day. I don’t want you alone, just in case you run into any problems, and the moment you do, I want you on the way to the closest emergency department.”

      His mom nodded, standing on the other side of the bed from the doctor. “I’ll look after him.”

      The doc gave him some more instructions and a prescription for meds, arranging for a wheelchair to get him down to the exit where his pickup would be right around the time Liam told them he was heading out.

      Soon as the doctor left, he pushed the covers back and eased up to sitting. Feet over the edge. His mom just stood there. Liam sighed and glanced at her. “Fine, you’re gonna have to help me.”

      She chuckled and crouched, tugging socks on his feet. “Some of it you can handle yourself. I’m your mama, but you’re a grown man.”

      She set a pair of already laced sneakers on the ground. Liam stuck his feet into the shoes, ignoring the tug of pressure in his broken toe, and hiked up the sweats over his underwear. His mom turned from the bag and held out a T-shirt. Getting it over his head took some doing, and by the time they were done, he was sweating.

      “Did you bring me a gun?”

      His mom grinned. “Boy, who do you think I am? It’s your father’s pistol and his old shoulder holster.” She set a hand on his shoulder. “You’re about the same size.”

      Grief welled up like a clogged drain, rising until he had to do something or it would overflow. “Thanks, Mom.”

      “When I ask for your blessing, don’t argue.”

      Liam took the holster from her and nearly dropped it and the pistol on the floor. “What?”

      “Bob Davis.” She straightened her shoulders. “You didn’t think it was casual, did you?”

      “I was trying not to think about it at all.”

      “I might be your mother, but I’m also a woman.”

      “Same answer.” He shuddered.

      His mom started to chuckle. “Conrad said the same when I told him. Rory hasn’t called me back yet, but I heard he’s starting another restaurant up in Alaska.”

      “Big place. Maybe they need more than one Backdraft.” Changing the subject to his brothers was much better than talking about his mother’s love life. “If he doesn’t call you back, tell me. I’ll go up there and roust him out.”

      “Don’t wait until fire season starts. Soon as summer hits, things will heat up all over the northwest. Rory won’t be reachable until every one of those fires is put out.”

      “I’ll track him down.” Because that meant he would be free too. It meant Roxie was found, too, and this whole mess had been taken care of. It meant work had calmed down so there was time to find his brother and tell him to call Mom.

      Liam opened his texts and sent one to Rory right then.

      
        
          
            
              
        Call Mom.

      

      

      

      

      

      She patted his shoulder, and Liam got himself wheeled downstairs. Out of the elevator onto the lobby floor, Liam tried to figure out how to explain that he wasn’t going with her.

      She walked alongside him and didn’t tell him to stay put while she went and got the car.

      The exterior doors slid open, and the wheelchair bumped outside. The orderly toed down the brakes. Liam said, “Thanks.”

      “No problem.” He took a step back.

      A black SUV headed up the incline and pulled to a stop in front of him. The back door opened, and a slender Belgian Malinois hopped out, bounded over, and jumped into Liam’s lap. He grunted. “Pronto.”

      The dog licked his face on one side, shifted and started on the other side, including his neck all the way up to his eye. “All right.” He rubbed her sides. “All right. That’s gross. I already need a shower.” He put his hand on the fur above her nose and eased her away from his bandage. “Thanks, Pronto.”

      Liam had to fight back the emotion that surprised him. He sniffed and smiled at the woman who climbed out of the SUV. Striking Native American features and a wide smile. She could be extremely threatening, but the woman Liam knew now was markedly different than the stories the others told about her.

      “Dakota.”

      A round African American woman eased out of the front passenger seat. Gold sandals and a professional black dress.

      “Talia.”

      Dakota lifted her chin, eying the dog. Probably ready to call Pronto off if it looked like Liam was suffering by having a dog on his lap.

      Talia touched his face. “Babycakes. You’re lookin’ good.” She kissed his cheek.

      A tall African American man, bigger than Liam’s wide shoulders, got out of the back. “Woman, he’s injured. Dial it back.”

      She winked at Liam.

      Liam’s mom chuckled.

      The two men who rounded the SUV were Niall and Josh. NCIS and DEA respectively. The taskforce packed a punch in command presence, the force of all of them in front of him a little overwhelming. A German Shepherd hopped into the front seat and put her nose to the window. Josh gave a hand signal, and the dog jumped into the rear again.

      Liam blinked back sweat in his eyes.

      His mom said, “Well, seems you will be in capable hands.”

      He frowned. He should introduce the team⁠—

      Dakota came over and gave his mom a hug. “We’ll take very good care of him.”

      “And bring me back my daughter-in-law.” His mom cleared her throat.

      “Yes, ma’am.” Dakota nodded, turning back to the assembled group.

      Liam’s mom crouched beside his wheelchair, her eyes sad and angry at the same time. “Find her.”

      He nodded. “Love you.”

      “I know.” She touched his cheek. “Love you, too, honey. See you soon.”

      Liam had a hand navigating from the chair to the SUV. They let him take one of the captain’s chairs in the middle row. One of those tiny water bottles, barely bigger than his palm, appeared in his hand. Then was removed. Then appeared again, the cap unsealed.

      “Thanks.” He cleared his throat.

      Someone squeezed his shoulder. Niall spoke softly in the backseat. “Yeah, babe. We got him.” He paused. “We will. Love you.”

      Talia’s husband Mason, not part of the team but here nonetheless, sat beside Liam. Talia had the front seat, where Josh drove, which put Dakota behind him. The DEA K-9 in the back, likely tucked in her crate.

      Josh turned from the parking lot onto the street, rocking the vehicle enough that Pronto turned in a circle between the middle row chairs and laid down with her muzzle on his shoe. Liam managed to reach far enough to pet her side for a second. “Someone start talking. I want to know where Roxie is.”

      In the front seat, Talia let out a sigh. The others exchanged glances.

      Liam wasn’t going to ask again, and not just because he was the newest hire. Lowest on the ladder.

      Dakota reached forward and squeezed his shoulder. “You know she was taken by Carim. We have some intel that indicates the SUVs met a helicopter two miles from the compound, where there was a shootout, and the men who took Carim were killed. The occupants of the helicopter took both Carim and Roxie.”

      Talia said, “Any footage or evidence from the compound was all destroyed in the explosion. We have no idea where she went, or what happened to her. The government agents that arrived acting as ‘police’ and local law enforcement didn’t come up as any agency or department even we’ve heard of.”

      “So anyone who responded to the explosion was a spy or some other kind of covert agent.”

      “Or black ops,” Niall said.

      Mason glanced at him, then told Liam, “I pressed some of my contacts, but no one will tell me who they are. No one even knew about the explosion. It hasn’t been on the news. It’s no surprise you showed up at the hospital as one of a handful of John Does.”

      Liam rubbed his cast along his breastbone, trying to relieve the ache. “So she’s been who-knows-where for more than a week, and Darwish probably has his brother back. The plan is still on.”

      Dakota cleared her throat. “There’s more.”
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