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      To move among high society was to participate in a kind of Cold War all its own. Or so she’d always thought.

      Nora Gladstone removed a glass of champagne from a silver tray but didn’t sip. Nor did she thank the waitress. After all, no one else in this room did. And one didn’t want to make a spectacle of oneself. Especially not on a night she wanted them to open their check books and be generous. Her foundation wasn’t hurting for funds, but they could help so many more children with birth defects and health problems if she could convince these industry leaders and politicians to donate.

      “I’ve so looked forward to this evening.”

      Nora smiled and gently squeezed the woman’s hand, the skin so soft it was a little disturbing to touch. “Thank you so much for coming. I hope you enjoy dinner.”

      The woman moved on, not lingering long enough for Nora to get all those words out.

      Nora sighed inwardly and moved to greet the next guest. Flute in her left hand, so as to look casual. An extended right hand. A polite smile.

      “It’s wonderful to see you.”

      “Thank you for coming.”

      “Oh, darling. It’s been too long. We must catch up.”

      She was used to the quiet of her suite of rooms that extended from the east wing of her father’s house.

      Nora made it all the way to the floor-to-ceiling windows beside the stage, on which a jazz band played a soft number she couldn’t remember the name of.

      On the other side of the window the Seattle skyline stretched as far as she could see.

      Nora tried to make out the mountains in the distance. That open space, where things seemed endless and animals could roam wherever they pleased. But she couldn’t make it out. It was too far away.

      “Nora.”

      She turned to the voice. “Yes, Father?”

      He frowned down at her dress. “What were you thinking?”

      “I was thinking this dress is beautiful, and this is an important event.”

      He pressed his lips together. “You can almost see your…”

      He didn’t say scar.

      That would be uncouth.

      Nora ignored the knot in her stomach and slid her arm through her father’s elbow. “Thank you for coming.” She took a sip of her drink. “You didn’t need to come back early from D.C., but I’m grateful you did. It’s nice to have a familiar face here.”

      He patted her hand on his arm. “I wouldn’t have missed it.”

      That’s when she noticed the man making his way through the crowd.

      Taller than most. Alert ice-blue eyes that tracked every movement. Broad shoulders. Strength under the tailored suit. No tie. A thick beard covered the lower half of his face, the same light brown color as his short hair. Tanned cheekbones, as though he’d spent time in the sun recently.

      Of course. Her father hadn’t come here for her. No, he was utilizing this evening as a public place to meet with one of the men under his command as director of the Department of Clandestine Service, a branch of the government with close ties to the Defense Intelligence Agency, the CIA and military. The operations the DCS conducted were high level, often involving the politics of an entire nation.

      At least, that was what she’d pieced together through research.

      This had to be one of his men.

      He walked like a soldier, and probably acted like one, too. She knew she would likely sound like a snob if she spoke. Better to keep her thoughts to herself than open her mouth and hand over the evidence to incriminate her.

      She’d learned that with her father a long time ago.

      The guy spotted them and shifted from his careful meandering into a stride that brought him to her father. “Sir.”

      She looked around again and saw her special guest at the bar enjoying a soda.

      Nora’s father motioned to her. “This is my daughter⁠—”

      “If you’ll excuse me, I see someone I need to speak with.” Nora didn’t need to get into a lengthy introduction that would be meaningless.

      Her father’s lips pressed into a thin line.

      She lifted to the balls of her feet and kissed his cheek. “I’m glad you like my dress.”

      “I never said that.”

      She turned away, almost smiling. Almost. She didn’t look at the man her father had asked to meet him here. Whatever they were going to speak about wasn’t her business, and she wouldn’t get an answer if she asked. Her father didn’t share about his work. His friend didn’t seem like the kind of man who had anything soft about him.

      He didn’t seem entirely out of place here.

      She shook her head internally. Being intrigued was one thing. Dwelling on it was another entirely. Relationships weren’t something she entertained in her life. There was no time for the dance of attraction, followed by hope, culminating in rejection. She’d lost enough friendships over the years to know there was little point in reaching hope when the person would inevitably discover her health problems and walk away. Nora had the foundation, and all the children they assisted. That, and her father, was more than enough to keep her busy.

      Besides, this wasn’t a place to be genuine. No one here was interested in the real Nora Gladstone. They only saw what they wanted to see—an ice princess running her father’s charity.

      Beyond that, she had no interest in what they thought of her.

      Nora headed for the bar, where she ordered sparkling water with lime and stood beside the young girl she’d invited to speak tonight, one of the children the foundation had sponsored since birth.

      “How are you feeling, Charlotte?”

      The girl looked queasy. She spoke with a strong accent that only added to her budding appeal. In a few years she would be a beautiful woman. “I’m nervous.”

      Nora studied her, looking for something beyond a basic fear of being in front of so many people. Asked to speak to a crowd. Was this more than stage fright? “I’m sure you have nothing to worry about. Did Miss Rachel help you figure out what to say?”

      Charlotte nodded, her dark hair pulled back into a loose knot. She was almost seventeen now, and wore a lovely pink dress that didn’t quite suit her features. She’d suffered a brain tumor early in her life. No doubt there was an ugly scar under her hairline. Nora had read her medical history, and it had felt so familiar she’d cried for a few minutes. Until her heart began to beat erratically and her breathing came in rushes she couldn’t control and she’d had to take a pill and lie down for half an hour.

      “Thank you so much for being willing to be here.” She wanted to touch the girl’s shoulder, or hand. Forge some kind of solidarity with their shared history of multiple surgeries and weeks on end spent in the hospital.

      But she didn’t.

      Nora said, “The first time I got up in front of a crowd, I was walking up the steps to the stage. I tripped on my dress and went splat on my face. Can you believe that?” She smiled, feeling the heat of a blush on her cheeks. “I was so embarrassed.”

      The girl gasped, her smile unsure. “I hope I don’t do that.”

      “I’m sure you won’t. I know you’ll do wonderfully.”

      “I am going to try.” Charlotte took another sip of her drink as she glanced over at the bartender.

      Nora spotted again the edge of that thing she’d noticed the first time she met the girl—a couple of days ago. They’d flown her over from the country where she lived, and she’d surprised Nora with her excellent English. It wasn’t anything she could put her finger on. Just a lifetime mingling with people playing a part. But that made no sense. Charlotte had been one of the foundation’s children nearly since birth.

      Considering she’d already hired a private investigator to sift through everything to do with the foundation, she let it go for now.

      “Thank you.” Nora gave her a very slight squeeze of her hand. “You look beautiful, by the way.”

      Charlotte’s expression faltered, deep in her eyes. For a split second everything seemed darker.

      Most people might’ve missed the nuance. But Nora had studied people and how they acted her entire life so she could figure them out. Even after years of that education, she still couldn’t figure out who would accept and who would reject her.

      So she’d given up trying.

      “Shall we?” She held out her arm, and Charlotte slid off the stool.

      Nora led her to the stage. At the bottom of three steps, she turned to the girl. “We should have said no to these crazy heels and just worn flip-flops.”

      Charlotte grinned. “They are uncomfortable.”

      “Let’s get this done. Then we can kick them off under the dinner table and wiggle our toes free.” Nora walked up to the podium. “Ladies and gentlemen, thank you so much for coming tonight.”
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      Zander waited because Director Gladstone probably wouldn’t want to talk while his daughter did her speech thing. Charity functions made him itch, but that was probably the suit. He hadn’t busted this thing out for years—until the last ten months. Now it seemed like everyone in his hometown was hooking up and getting married. He’d received two invitations to coed baby showers in the last week.

      “Let’s step outside, Sergeant O’Connell.”

      He nodded, holding back his surprise that the director wanted to do this instead of listening to his daughter’s carefully crafted speech.

      It’d been a while since he was a sergeant. He didn’t mind the director’s use of his rank, though. Being in the US Army, and not just that but being part of Delta Force, had been some of the best years of his life.

      Now he was freelance.

      Gladstone wasn’t his boss. But the assignments he threw in Zander’s direction every once in a while kept the lights on at the house in Last Chance, where the team lived and trained—when they weren’t on a job.

      Truth was, they had three houses. Each was covered with a different story, usually that they were a team of ex-military guys who ran a training facility. People made up whatever they wanted to fill the gaps and try to explain what they didn’t understand, or couldn’t find an answer for. Then those stories became local lore.

      They headed through the glass doors to the rooftop bar. The place was lit up and swarming with gala attendees who’d eaten but had no interest in the part of the evening where the foundation director attempted to pull on their heartstrings so they’d give generously.

      It was exactly the kind of thing his mother would’ve loved—the chance to help a child have a better life the way she’d done every day as a cardiologist for a children’s hospital. His father would have, too. Just for different reasons. He’d have seen it as a networking opportunity and made a business deal over a stiff drink.

      Gladstone stopped at the railing that overlooked the street below. “A beard?”

      Zander rubbed his jawline with the heel of his hand. “I lost a bet. Can’t shave for three more weeks.”

      The director wasn’t amused.

      “What’d you want to talk to me about?”

      “I’m hearing early rumblings that indicate a job could be headed your way in the next week or so. I can’t be precise on the date, I’m afraid.”

      Zander shrugged, leaning against the rail. “Nature of the job.”

      “Indeed.” Gladstone stood erect. His gold watch flashed in the light every time he took a sip of his drink. “I’m happy to hear you and the boys are available. This one is particularly…sensitive in nature.”

      In a lot of ways, Director Gladstone reminded Zander of his father.

      Which was probably why he’d refused the offer to sign on officially with the Department of Clandestine Service and opted instead to stay a free agent. He could accept—or turn down—any job he wanted. Train the team as long as needed. Get it right. Every time.

      Failure was never an option.

      Not when he woke up from the nightmare where he recalled his parents the moment they fell to the ground. Dead. He could taste blood in the back of his throat every day. That wasn’t going to happen to his men.

      “Understood.”

      “You’re able to stay in Seattle for the next week or so? I’d like to do the handoff in person.”

      Zander nodded. It wasn’t uncommon for information to change hands face-to-face—leaving no electronic record. So much of what they did was top secret, eyes only. “The boys could use a few days of down time. Get some hiking in.”

      They were currently swimming in the indoor pool at the house he’d rented. He wanted to get back and join them for the last hour. Then it was bed, and an early kayaking trip tomorrow in the state park that would last all day. He could plan a coup that toppled a regime—and it had worked. They’d done a job in the middle of an earthquake once. A training itinerary for his boys in Washington State was nothing.

      “Good. Get rested up so you can maintain peak performance.”

      Zander fought that equilibrium every day. Relaxing to recharge versus training to keep those gains. It was a tight balance.

      “Probably why you and those four boys are the best.” Gladstone glanced over.

      “Five now.” And they’d probably object to being referred to as boys—unless they were the ones using that term. “We were referred a guy from the CIA. Picked him up a couple of weeks ago.”

      “Oh?”

      Zander nodded. “Seems like he could be a good fit.”

      That was all he could say about their most recent addition, the sixth member of his team. They’d lost and gained a few people over the years. Time would tell if Eas had staying power.

      Under Zander was his best friend, explosives expert, Andre. His right-hand man. Then there was Ryder, who could hit his target every time from any distance. Those were the only two he’d served with in Delta, former teammates who’d followed him out of the army into the private sector.

      Isaac was ex-CIA, and Judah ex-British Army.

      None of them knew Eas’s background. Kind of how they didn’t know much of each other’s. Their lives could end any second on a mission. One heartbeat living to the fullest, and the next…the heart stopped. Blood ceased. The brain shut down.

      Nothing.

      They lived fully in the present rather than expend energy on a past they couldn’t change.

      “Interesting,” Gladstone said.

      He wasn’t wrong. Zander was aware they were a hodgepodge, that his team was a refuge for guys who didn’t fit anywhere else. Men the world didn’t understand, and probably couldn’t handle. Intensity like theirs needed an outlet that could be found in only a few places—like wilderness firefighting, or competitive sports. They’d simply chosen to operate with a gun in one hand.

      To make the world a better place in their own way.

      So people like Gladstone’s daughter could have their pristine lives doing their charity work, pretending they helped because they threw money at a problem. Someone else got their hands dirty. Not a woman like her.

      Zander much preferred the sandbox to being here and pretending to be someone he’d never been. Would never be.

      Through the window he saw her introduce the teenage girl. Her arm movements were stiff, as though she’d been strung so tight she was in danger of snapping.

      She drew him, even if she appeared brittle. He wondered if she was always like that. Then he wondered why he was wondering about her.

      Zander turned back to the skyline.

      It didn’t matter that she was…captivating was a good word. Long blonde hair, perfectly straight. Wide-set eyes. High cheekbones.

      Meanwhile he had one purple fingernail, enough scars a cutting board would be jealous, and a sunburn from waiting three days to take a shot that ended the life of a warlord.

      He also had self-respect.

      Zander didn’t let himself wonder if she could say the same about her perfect life.

      Great. He was still thinking about her. Even if it was judgy, she was in his head. That was the last thing he needed when the team had to have his full attention. When it slipped, people got hurt. No matter how beautiful she was, the woman had dismissed him as thoroughly as he needed to dismiss her from his thoughts.

      He didn’t need to start wondering why she seemed like she could snap at any moment. Or what she would look like in sweats, eating pizza. Hair a mess. Rumpled, and not uptight. Having fun instead of pretending she was enjoying herself.

      He needed to get out of here before he was sucked back into high-society life.

      The crowd inside applauded.

      “I should head out.”

      Gladstone nodded. “I’ll call and set up a meet.”

      That meant his assistant would, but Zander understood.

      He headed for the ballroom and made his way past the bar, to the hall. The stage was clear now. The teen girl stood at the front, surrounded by the wealthy elite of the city. Chatting them up for maximum donations.

      Wherever Gladstone’s daughter had gone, Zander wasn’t going to care. The princess was no doubt holding court somewhere, and he had a team to get back to.

      He circumvented the crowded elevators and headed for the stairs.

      Zander pushed open the heavy door and saw that dress. The metallic blue one that outlined her figure in a way that made his mouth water—but he wasn’t going to look at it in front of her father. He did now.

      She wore it well. Like she was born for this life.

      His gaze lifted to her face, and the expression there. Something was wrong. “What?”

      She flinched, and he realized he’d barked the word at her.

      The ice princess lifted her chin and strode past him back through the door, leaving him alone in the stairwell.

      Dismissed.
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      Nora strode into breakfast the next morning to find her father pacing between the breakfast nook and the conservatory patio area, phone in hand.

      “Yes, sir,” he told the caller. Then turned and spotted her, offering a warm smile. His body language completely neutral. No one looking at him would be able to tell how he felt about the person on the other end of the line.

      He was a pro who never gave anything away.

      “I understand, Mr. President.” He hung up the phone.

      She didn’t sit before he came over, arms out, and hugged her. He kissed her forehead. “Good morning, darling.”

      And yet, his body language betrayed no more warmth than it had when he’d been on the phone. Whatever neutrality he displayed in talking to the president of the United States, he gave off precisely the same feel with her.

      Absolutely nothing.

      “Morning.” She moved to the table. “Everything okay?”

      She continued to attempt to read him, on the off chance he might give something away. But he never did.

      She knew there were feelings under the surface. After all, she’d seen him lose his cool and get angry at a member of his staff. He had romantic relationships on occasion. She even thought that maybe she had observed him in a moment of grief over what had happened with Nora’s mother. But that had been a long time ago.

      Whatever he felt, he kept it tightly under wraps.

      “Everything is fine now that you’re here.”

      She offered him a small smile, took the cloth napkin from the plate, and laid it over the knees of her pajama pants. “Thank you for coming last night. It meant a lot to me that you were there.”

      The last thing Nora wanted to think about right now was that bearded man who’d stumbled on her in the stairwell. Everything in her flushed now at the way he’d looked at her, even if he had demanded to know why she was upset—not in so many words. And he’d essentially barked at her.

      How crazy different was that from her father?

      She’d evidently been upset. That had surged in him a response, almost as though he was angry on her behalf.

      It made zero sense whatsoever.

      “Donations were good?”

      She nodded. “We exceeded all our goals.”

      And then some, considering there had been one particularly large check included. Someone named Zander O’Connell.

      It was strange, considering she had no idea who that was.

      She and her father passed dishes back and forth between them. Once she had a plate of eggs, whole wheat toast, and fresh fruit, he lifted the newspaper and opened it.

      The front page caught her attention.

      Local Private Investigator Killed In Fiery Crash.

      She nearly choked on a piece of pineapple. He was dead?

      Her father lowered the newspaper. “Everything okay?”

      She nodded and took a sip of her tea. “Went down the wrong way.”

      He went back to his paper, and she studied the front page out the corner of her eye. That was the name of the private investigator she had hired. According to the tiny print she could just about make out, he’d had an empty bottle of whiskey on the floor of his front seat, and the police believed he’d killed himself.

      After being sober for two years? He’d shown her the chip he earned at Alcoholics Anonymous. He’d been proud of it, and there was no indication she’d seen that he might want to kill himself.

      Or perhaps, she was simply terrible at reading people.

      Her father. The man from last night. The private investigator who was now dead.

      Maybe she was wrong about everyone—or someone wanted her to believe that.

      One of her father’s enemies, maybe.

      The private investigator had told her he thought someone didn’t want him snooping around in the foundation’s business. He had supplied her with a fake passport and enough cash to make her way to the center the foundation operated—one of four spread around the world—just in case she wanted to take a look for herself.

      And yet, she couldn’t help thinking when he’d handed the documents to her that something more was going on.

      Now he was dead.

      “Did you take your medicine this morning?”

      She ignored her father’s raised eyebrow and took the two pills from the tiny plastic cup beside her tea. She swallowed them down with a swig of English breakfast. “Yes, I did.”

      They shared a smile.

      As soon as he was buried in his newspaper again, Nora dropped the heel of her hand over the scar on her sternum where they had cracked her chest open and replaced one of her heart valves.

      She glanced back at the newspaper to keep from thinking about all that, and the doctor who had been the closest thing to her best friend for years.

      So she would have to live with this the rest of her life, so what? So her father wasn’t exactly the warmest person in the world. She hardly had a difficult life considering the things some people went through every day.

      Illness, war. Persecution, and oppression.

      She needed to find something to be thankful for. Except that a man was dead. Which meant, if she were the woman she wanted to be, she would find out what’d happened. Were her father’s enemies targeting him through her?

      It was highly unlikely she’d be able to fight them, but she couldn’t prove her suspicions. Her father would dismiss the idea if she didn’t have evidence.

      Nora would have to accept the gift the private investigator had given her—the chance to find out for herself.

      Just the idea filled her with fear, like so many things. But that had never stopped her.

      If someone counted her as a vulnerability in an attack on her father, then she needed to know. No matter what it cost her.

      Nora stood. “I should get dressed and get to work.”

      Her father flipped down the corner of the newspaper. “I thought you might work from home today. We could have lunch on the veranda.”

      “After last night there’s simply too much to do, and everything is at the office.” She kissed his cheek. “How about dinner?”

      “Thai food?”

      “Sounds lovely.”

      The words soured in her mouth as she wandered back to her room and got dressed. It would have to look as though she were going to work like normal. As though she hadn’t been planning this in her mind since the private investigator mentioned it.

      She wasn’t prepared to kid herself that her father wouldn’t find out exactly what she was doing. That would only lead to disappointment when he did. Even with the fake passport in the lining of her purse, she was taking a huge risk.

      When the private investigator had handed it over, she’d been confused. Until he explained what it was for.

      The chance to find out for yourself.

      As though she was being deceived. Or as if he thought the truth would somehow set her free.

      But it never did.

      Why would Nora want to break free of a life she actually liked? After all, she made a difference in the world. Children who wouldn’t have medical procedures got them because of the work she did.

      Was it possible that someone had set the private investigator up to be killed? It was more likely he really had fallen off the wagon and gotten in a terrible car accident. Things like that happened every day. People let down those closest to them in favor of doing whatever they wanted to do in the moment, regardless of the consequences to anyone else. She’d seen it over and over again. It was the reason why she’d never moved out to live on her own.

      Because after watching her mother do exactly that to her father, Nora couldn’t stomach being the same way.

      Her father would be devastated if she left the house. Why cause him such grief just for selfish reasons? She could be alone whenever she wanted. It wasn’t like she needed her own house to do that.

      Nora set her purse on the passenger seat of her BMW and pulled out of the garage. Then she drove her normal route to the office, trying to think through the variables of how she would make this work. A man like her father exercised full control over the people around him because he cared so much about their safety.

      Now it might be his that was at stake.

      She would have to ditch her car and her phone if she was going to pull this off. Otherwise, he would simply track her right to the center where the children lived.

      She parked out front of the tiny office, located above a local organic honey shop. Nora employed four staff, including Rachel, who was her personal assistant. None would be in today, even though it was a Friday. She’d told them all to take the day off after the gala and have a long weekend.

      A couple walked down the sidewalk, their young child between them, holding both of their hands. The child had a sparkly pink backpack on and looked to be about first grade. Two long blonde braids fell over her shoulders.

      The mother smiled at her as they passed. Shared camaraderie, despite the fact Nora had no children. She never would.

      She headed in the direction of the coffee shop where she usually bought a midmorning latte when she needed to stretch her legs.

      Minutes later, she emerged with a white paper cup, and the couple headed through the disbursing crowd. Down the street, a school bus turned the corner.

      She followed them around the corner to where a Subaru was parked, as though going toward the back entrance of her office, purse held tight against her side by her elbow.

      They climbed in, both glancing at her. She didn’t want to freak them out, but she was following them.

      Nora opened the back door and slid in beside a child’s booster seat. “I’ll give you two thousand dollars if you drive me to the airport right now.”
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        * * *

      

      Zander opened the oven to check on his bacon and hash browns. If the boys didn’t get up soon, he was going to have to wake them because breakfast was almost ready. Everyone except Eas, who was headed along the bank of the lake at a fast jog back toward the house Zander had rented for them all to stay in.

      A little training, a little R & R. Sometimes they stayed in urban locations, but this time he had chosen a huge house on the coast to the west of Seattle with its indoor pool and huge game and media room. No sense in being uncomfortable.

      He turned to the slight shuffle and saw Andre headed in, his dark hair ruffled from sleep, wearing basketball shorts and a rumpled T-shirt, his feet bare. “You didn’t wake us? It’s nearly nine.” He made a beeline for the coffee pot and poured a cup for himself.

      “Breakfast is almost ready.”

      Andre lifted his head, the mug close to his mouth. “Hash browns?”

      “I found hot sauce in the cupboard.”

      Andre’s eyes lit. “Is it my birthday?”

      Zander nearly laughed. “You guys have been working hard for the last few weeks. I figured sleeping in and eating well would do everyone good.” The early morning kayaking trip had been pushed back a few hours.

      “Who are you, and what have you done with my hard-nosed team leader?” Before Zander could answer, Andre narrowed his eyes. “This kayak thing is overnight now, isn’t it? You switched it up to some kind of three- or five-day survival thing with no food and only a pocket knife.”

      Zander said nothing.

      “I knew it. You’re buttering us up so you can torture us later.” He groaned and took his coffee to the table. “Eas wasn’t in his bed.”

      “He’s out running.” Zander had done his own workout this morning. Their newest team member seemed to have a different way of doing nearly everything, but Zander figured that didn’t mean he needed to change to fit in with the team.

      Things were evolving, as they tended to do. Seasons ended and new ones began. People came and went, and by the grace of God it wasn’t because Zander had buried someone.

      Isaac trailed in, wearing sweatpants and a tank. He was the only team member who didn’t have more than four scars. As a former CIA agent, Isaac’s tactics had a little more finesse than Andre’s tendency to build a bomb out of whatever was in his backpack and blow something up.

      “How long has he been out there?” Isaac stared out the patio doors by the dining table.

      Zander poured him a cup of coffee and took it over.

      “Thanks,” Isaac said.

      “It’s been an hour and a half, almost to the minute.” Zander watched as Eas picked up his pace to a sprint and headed up the grass of the lawn between the lake and the house.

      “Are you going to tell us what you know about him?”

      “It’s for Eas to decide what he wants to disclose.” The truth was, Zander didn’t know all that much about him other than what Homeland Security had opted to say. If anyone could find out more information on the man, it was Isaac. “The CIA has nothing?”

      “I’m sure if they were speaking to me, they might have something to say. But I doubt it would be about Eas.”

      “Then I guess we’ll just have to wait for Eas to tell us who he is on his own time.”

      Isaac headed for the dining table, where Andre attempted to drag him into an arm-wrestling match.

      The patio door opened, and Eas stepped in, pulling up the hem of his T-shirt to wipe his face. On the side of his abdomen was a long nasty-looking scar beside a tattoo that looked like some kind of dragon. He’d pulled a beanie down over his ears, which he removed, along with his sunglasses. He only did that indoors, when he felt safe.

      Eas lifted his chin and trailed away to the hall, probably to take a shower. As he turned, Zander got a full view of the jagged scar on his face.

      Zander called out, “Shake Judah and Badger out of bed, will you?”

      “On it.” The words didn’t sound precisely comfortable coming from Eas’s lips. His accent probably made Isaac wonder which Asian country he was from. But he was putting a concerted effort into assimilating. Just not into letting anyone in on his personal business.

      Zander tried not to look too closely at his eyes. What he saw reflected there spoke a little too loudly of all the things he had seen and done. He wasn’t sure Eas had ever served in the military—but he was skilled nonetheless. Deadly like the rest of them. But with an edge that was all his own.

      Considering none of them were all that interested in getting personal, it worked out pretty well.

      “No need to wake me. I’m up.” Ryder—everyone called him Badger—trailed down the hall wearing only shorts, with his California surfer hair sticking every which way. “Please tell me there’s a reason I can smell bacon.”

      Andre lowered the mug from his lips. “It’s because Isaac farted.”

      The former CIA agent slapped him on the back of the head. While Andre yelped, he said, “I also poop rainbows.”

      “And I make breakfast that’s actually edible.” Zander turned off the oven and took out the baking trays.

      Ryder looked over his shoulder. “Bless you. I’m starving.”

      “You’re always starving.”

      Isaac’s dig at him didn’t go unnoticed. Zander spotted how it affected Ryder. If he hadn’t known the kid grew up dirt poor—literally—he might not have noticed.

      “Get some coffee, Badger.”

      Judah strode in and hit the button on the electric kettle to boil water. The rest of them drank coffee, but the British man among them always needed tea first thing.

      “Get the milk while you get your creamer, Badge.”

      Ryder nodded.

      Zander watched them all move around the space he had rented, content to be among men he considered to be his family. Still, his thoughts gravitated toward the blonde woman from the night before.

      His mother had been warmth and light. In comparison, Gladstone’s daughter was cold. If he hadn’t seen her at an event for a children’s charity, he would have thought her incapable of compassion. Just another high-society woman.

      The kind who, when they found out who he really was, tried to stick around for the payday.

      As if he didn’t see through that play.

      He was too old for games now. Whatever was going on with her, Zander wasn’t interested.

      Eas came back from the shower in time for them to dig in. He grabbed the open can of evaporated milk from the fridge and made tea of his own.

      Conversation was pretty quiet while they all stuffed their faces. Andre said, “Fuel up, or kayaking is gonna suck.”

      Ryder lifted his face and grinned. “Maybe for you, old man.”

      Isaac groaned. “I hate water.”

      Judah and Eas both seemed content with Zander’s brand of training. Or maybe they just hadn’t been part of the team long enough to give him crap about his methods the way the others did. Joshing around like they had in the army when they’d served together in the same Delta Force team.

      Whatever it was, no one could argue with his success rate.

      He pushed the team hard, but as a result they were highly skilled and had never lost a man.

      The laptop Zander had left on the kitchen counter began to ring, an incoming video call. He opened it on the table so the caller could see each of them, except Eas, who backed his chair up from the table.

      “Ted?”

      The young man from Last Chance County, who they all shared a house with, grinned. He brushed back the dark hair that fell over his forehead almost constantly. He was in his midtwenties and had formally been the police department’s technical expert. After his father ruined that career, Ted had received multiple offers from different companies. Zander figured he moonlighted in a couple of fields. “She said yes.”

      Cheers erupted around the table. Zander grinned. “Good for you.”

      He’d figured Ted’s now fiancée Jess was going to say yes to his proposal. But it was good to hear the Last Chance County police detective had a brain in her head. And it was good to see Ted happy.

      The kid’s father had terrorized him. A sociopath with grand plans who took advantage of his genius son? Now Ted worked for Zander, and he made it worth the kid’s time to be available all hours of the day and night sometimes.

      Judah lifted his mug of tea in a salute. “Here, here.”

      Zander figured that was some kind of British version of good job.

      Eas was the only one who remained quiet. Those watchful eyes assessing everything. The rest of them only turned on that same steady gaze when it was time for a mission.

      “DCS called this morning. They have a job for you guys.”

      The Department of Clandestine Service only made him think of the woman again. He dismissed the memory of how she looked in that dress—probably a good thing considering it would be seriously distracting and all the guys would notice his mind was elsewhere.

      “I guess kayaking is going to have to wait.” Ted grinned.

      No one was sad about that. And they didn’t even know half of what he’d had planned.

      Zander said, “Run it down for us.”
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      Nora leafed through the pages of the file, a full medical record for the girl she had interviewed at the gala.

      Her medical knowledge was limited. After she’d completed her biology degree, Nora had applied to medical school but hadn’t been accepted. Despite a lifetime of procedures that made her want to help others the way doctors had helped her, it wasn’t meant to be.

      So she’d come back and worked for her master’s in international business.

      However, she’d learned enough she could piece together the fact Charlotte had suffered a noncancerous brain tumor.

      There hadn’t been any visible scars—but then, neither were there on Nora. At least not that she allowed to be seen. Despite her father’s concern that her dress last night would have been too revealing, no one would have ever seen even the edge of her scar.

      The airplane she was on shuddered as it hit a pocket of air. Nora gripped the armrest with one hand.

      “Nothing to worry about.” The old man sat beside her reached over and patted her hand. “You’ll know when it’s time to be scared.”

      She shot him a look, but her frustration dissipated when she saw him flash his dentures at her. “I’ve never been on an airplane before.”

      “Really? You doing very well.” He patted her hand again.

      Nora looked back at her papers. The center she was headed to in Estonia was where Charlotte had grown up. She’d never been adopted? Unless Nora spoke to her again, she wouldn’t know. All she had were guesses as to how the girl’s life had gone. Once she got to the center, she’d be able to speak to people who had known Charlotte when she was growing up. Find out what it was that unsettled her so much.

      After she was back, she could meet up with the girl again. Ask her all the questions she had and get some answers.

      Figure out why this didn’t feel right.

      Having a plan was much better than thinking about the fact the airplane shuddered through the air currents. Staying in the air, barely. Worst-case scenario, they might just crash before they even reached the capital city of Estonia.

      Then Nora would have to find a way to get to the center. She’d have hired a car service, but her father would’ve known. The best way to do this would be to pay cash for a taxi, or even buy a beater car.

      She almost laughed aloud at the thought of Father finding out that she’d driven a piece of junk through an Eastern European country all by herself.

      After he went ballistic, of course.

      A plan was also better than thinking about the man from last night. Or what her father was going to say when he found out she wasn’t coming home at lunch.

      This was either her father’s doing, or it was one of his enemies using her to get to him. She had to know which it was.

      Missing lunch was the least of her worries if her suspicions about the foundation were true, and this wasn’t just her imagination running away with her. Maybe it was nothing, and the private investigator really had caused his own death. Charlotte’s medical history could be completely legitimate. Her father could learn to be warm.

      Or she was right, and something was going on.

      Which meant her father—or someone else—had been lying to her all this time. Stringing her along to make her feel like she was doing the right thing in life, while in reality she was doing nothing. Same way her friends had made her feel when they ditched her sixteenth birthday party because she’d had an episode and couldn’t calm down.

      She had to do this. Find out the truth, for her father.

      The plane landed. So far on the trip, things had been fine. Maybe she should’ve ignored medical advice and traveled all this way before. Was it really that big of a deal for her to be able to go wherever she wanted?

      Nora tried to enjoy the experience as they shuddered onto the runway and the whole plane bounced a couple of times before it settled on the ground.

      “Is it always like that?” She glanced over at the guy beside her.

      The old man grinned that toothy smile again. “Actually, that was pretty calm. Sometimes it’s much worse.”

      “What are you traveling to Estonia for?”

      “Just visiting my daughter. How about you?”

      “Seeing a friend.” She didn’t like to lie, but the truth was that a stranger didn’t need to know, and she wasn’t interested in the lengthy explanation that would be required.

      It wasn’t as if they were going to make friends.

      “I’m Stan.” He held out his hand.

      She shook hands with him. “Eleanor.” She used the name on the fake passport the private investigator had given her. “Nice to meet you, Stan.”

      “Likewise.”

      She glanced around and spotted the guy in seat 3B staring at her. She put her papers back in her purse and asked Stan if he knew where she could get a ride across the city.

      “I can take you. That’s no problem.”

      “Oh, I wouldn’t want to put you out.”

      “Like I said, no problem.” He pulled out his phone. “I’ll just text my daughter.”

      She blinked. “Oh, okay then. Thank you very much.”

      Normally she’d have been cold and aloof. She would face the fear and go it alone. But right now, she could be however she wanted. She could be whoever she wanted.

      His eyes twinkled. The smile it birthed was worth it.

      They disembarked the airplane and headed through immigration. The fake passport seemed to have no issues, and soon enough she was on her way to get her suitcase. Stan found her beside the carousel, tugging a black suitcase behind him.

      The guy from 3B stood across the room in baggage claim, talking into a cell phone. He glanced at her before turning away.

      “Someone you know?” Stan asked.

      How did she explain to Stan that she thought he might be an employee of her father’s, or one of his enemies? This man could be responsible for the death of the private investigator. An intentional car accident, made to look like a suicide. Or simply a tragedy—another statistic of alcoholism.

      In the end, she just shook her head. They walked to the curb outside, and Stan waved. A young woman in skinny jeans much like the ones Nora couldn’t believe she was actually wearing hopped out of a tiny car. It looked like she was going to cross the city in that beater after all.

      The woman took some convincing but evidently didn’t find Nora to be threatening.

      Then again, neither had the couple from by her office. They’d taken the money and driven her to the airport.

      This woman might live in a foreign country, but she was motivated by the same thing that drove everyone. The chance at something better.

      The woman pocketed what Nora offered her for the ride and shrugged. “It doesn’t matter to me,” she said in accented English.

      Stan got in the front seat and Nora slid into the back, her suitcase beside her on the seat. They tried to engage her in conversation, but she gave brief answers until they left her to her thoughts.

      As Stan’s daughter drove through the city, Nora had to wonder what the consequences of doing this were going to be. Surely her father wasn’t going to leave it alone. He would want to lecture her at length about making wise choices, even if it was to help him. Even though she was an adult, it was rare that she got to do whatever she wanted. And always that would be within the boundaries he’d set for her.

      She wanted to tell him to look at her now. She could hardly believe she was winding through the city of a foreign country thousands of miles away from him. She was being independent and everything was fine. So much so that excitement built in her.

      Maybe he would never know.

      The rush that brought added to the sense of freedom she had never known before. The ability to go wherever she wanted—and do whatever she wanted—was like a drug, and she could see why so many were addicted to the surge of emotion. Pleasure, and excitement.

      But it wouldn’t last long. Eventually she had to face the people at the center and find out what the truth was. Her concerns were probably unfounded. She would go home and tell her father where she’d been, and why she’d run off without telling him.

      He could hardly object to her visiting the very center she had helped to establish, not to mention the fact she ran the whole foundation almost single-handedly. Why should she not meet the people who lived here, and those who worked here?

      Wasn’t it entirely her prerogative to do so?

      But she knew what her father would have said if she’d told him what she was planning. That was why she hadn’t mentioned anything.

      It was highly unlikely he was behind it if there was any subterfuge. This was surely the work of one of his enemies trying to destroy him. But there was no doubt how he was going to react to her lying to him.

      “How long till we get there?” she asked.

      Maybe they should turn around, and she should go home. Had this all been a mistake?

      “About forty minutes. We’ll have you there in no time.” Stan’s daughter glanced at her.

      Nora tried to offer a smile but wasn’t sure she had it in her. Not when she was so far from home, and so out of her element.

      This might be the most excitement she’d had in years. But she wasn’t Nancy Drew.

      There probably wasn’t even a mystery to be solved.
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      “I want a walk through before we blow the place,” Zander ordered.

      Judah released the parking brake, and they all climbed out of the van, giving him different versions of acknowledgment.

      The flight here had been long, even in his family’s private plane. The thing was getting old and occasionally liked to break down in random backwoods airports all over the world. It was starting to get irritating to find parts to repair it.

      Pretty soon he was going to have to buy a new one. And how would he explain to the guys that he’d simply done that out of his inheritance money?

      Even the two who’d been part of his Delta force unit didn’t know nearly enough about his personal history as they probably should after a decade of friendship. But it wasn’t like any of them shared about the past. At least not beyond the pertinent information on their resumes.

      The mission here was to wire up and destroy a two-story building. Not the normal kind of mission they would get from the DCS. But then again, none of the assignments they got from either the US Government or anyone in the private sector were generally considered “normal.” Once in a while they got a job from Interpol. Those were usually the most fun.

      This one could be construed as kind of boring if he was willing to admit that to himself. Why Gladstone wanted them to destroy a random building, he didn’t know. The amount of money they’d been paid often outweighed any nitpicking he might do. It was money he would put toward a new plane.

      And he was thinking of putting in a pool at their house in Last Chance County.

      “Any idea what this place is?” Badger said.

      Zander pulled the jacket on over his bulletproof vest and holstered his sidearm. “No more idea than when you asked me the last time.”

      Some said that was the reason he’d been given the moniker “Badger.” Because he tended to pester everyone around him with questions.

      Zander knew the real reason. Still, it seemed like everyone in the military had a nickname. According to Judah, everyone in the British military did as well. Although, Zander had told him not to repeat the name they called him during his time with Her Majesty’s army. That was just wrong.

      “Judah, you and Badger take the perimeter. Isaac and Andre, sweep from the top down. Eas and I will take the lower level and come up.”

      More acknowledgments resounded from each of them, and they broke off in pairs to do their jobs.

      Eas came to stand beside him. “You really have no idea what this place is?”

      Zander stared at the building in front of them, located in an industrial complex at the edge of the city. “What do you think it is?”

      Eas studied the outside. “A building.”

      “That’s very astute.” Zander grinned. “Train you up a little, and you could be a secret agent.”

      Eas didn’t exactly smile, but there was some humor in his gaze. Along with a hefty dose of seen-too-much. All of them knew what that felt like. He needed to remember Eas may very well need time to adjust to the way the team worked, and not just to feel like he was no different than the rest of them. Nothing special. That wouldn’t help him face his own unique situation.

      They headed inside using the same door Isaac and Andre had cleared. Chalk marks on the wall let him know which rooms they’d also cleared.

      Zander checked for a basement. They found it at the end of the hall, behind a door leading to concrete steps down. He keyed his radio. “Heading to the basement.”

      “Copy that,” Badger replied. “All clear outside.”

      They headed down the stairs to a series of rooms that made up the lower level. He got to the end of the hall before he realized Eas was no longer behind him.

      Zander backtracked and found him in one of the rooms they’d already made sure no one was hiding inside. He didn’t want to blow the whole building and wind up killing someone, whether they were innocent or guilty of whatever this was about.

      He was about to call Eas when he realized the man was crouched beside a set of chains anchored to the wall. “Someone was held captive here?”

      Eas straightened and strode toward Zander and the door. “They’re not here now.” He’d probably have collided with Zander had he not gotten out of the way.

      Zander took a couple of photos with his phone, and they headed back upstairs as soon as they were sure no one else was down here.

      Isaac and Andre waited in the lobby area.

      “Anything?”

      “Depends,” Isaac said. “Do you count trace amounts of radioactive isotopes as being nothing?”

      “Not if it means someone is missing a nuke, and no one informed me.”

      Surely the DCS was smarter than that. Zander had certain triggers. Nukes were definitely one of them, and he would stop at nothing if there was a loose one in the world. If it was used on an unsuspecting population, the result would be catastrophic.

      Zander said, “Is it going to mess with the mission?” In other words, would there be a problem with blowing up the building if it reacted in some way to the radiation left behind?

      “Shouldn’t.” Andre shook his head.

      “Then collect whatever evidence you need, and we’ll hook this place up. I want pictures and samples of whatever you’d like to test, or anything you think might amount to something later.” Essentially, he was leaving it up to Isaac to decide what was relevant and what wasn’t. But he trusted the guys in his team as much as they allowed him to.

      Isaac patted his pocket. “Already did.”

      Zander nodded. “I got pictures of downstairs. Anything else?”

      “Have Ted look into the building and find out who owns it?” Eas had a thoughtful expression on his face. As though this were a puzzle to figure out the solution for. “Might be good to know who they were.”

      “Whoever it was, they weren’t up to anything good.” Zander figured this was some kind of holding facility. A place to keep someone until the property exchanged hands—whether that was a person who had been chained up downstairs, or whatever it was that’d been left behind in the form of those radioactive isotopes.

      Human trafficking.

      Illegal weapons sales.

      He didn’t like feeling swallowed up by the evil in the world, but sometimes it was inescapable. Until he remembered there was a God who was more powerful than anything humans could come up with, and who embodied more good than would be enough to overcome every evil thing done to a person. Pure kindness. Pure love.

      “We’ve got a car on approach.” Judah’s clipped British accent rang in his earpiece.

      All of them turned to the door and looked out the windows on either side as a tiny red beater pulled up across the street.

      “Female driving. Old man in the front seat, and a blonde is getting out the back.”

      “Copy that.” Zander turned to Andre. “Get the charges set now. We may have to do this in a hurry.”

      His friend sprinted away, swinging his backpack off his shoulders. After he turned the corner at the end of the hall, Andre’s voice came through the comms. “Two minutes to detonation.”

      He always did that, giving himself a time limit, and challenging himself to hit it. Isaac rolled his eyes and started to explain exactly that to Eas, whose attention was on the woman now crossing the street headed toward them.

      If she hadn’t been wearing jeans and a T-shirt, and he wasn’t halfway across the world, he might think it was Gladstone’s daughter Nora. But that would be ridiculous.

      There was no way she was here right now. Not in the middle of the job her father had given them.

      Isaac said, “It’s Gladstone’s daughter, Nora.”

      Zander swung around and faced down his teammate. “You know her?”

      “Do you?” The former CIA agent blinked, but there was something in his expression Zander needed to puzzle out.

      “You’d better tell me now before she gets in here.” He took a step closer to Isaac. “How do you know her?”

      “I—”

      Badger’s voice came through the comms. “She’s at the front door now.”
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