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        ABOUT WICKED AS LIES

      

      

      

      
        
        She’s off-limits. He’s done playing by the rules.

      

        

      
        Former military operative Chase “Zyron” Garrett lives by a code: protect the innocent, follow orders, and never mix business with pleasure. But when he’s assigned to protect single mom Tessa Lawrence from her violent ex, he’s forced into close quarters with the one woman he can’t resist. Every moment with the sweet, strong-willed secretary and her baby girl makes Zy ache to claim them as his own—even if crossing that line could cost him everything.

      

        

      
        Tessa has struggled to survive since her daughter was born. With Zy at her side—fierce, protective, and tender—she finally feels safe. But she knows surrendering to her undeniable feelings would destroy her career and put her heart in danger.

      

        

      
        When a traitor threatens their team, all clues point to Tessa. As suspicions rise, Zy—torn between his loyalty to his job and his feelings for the woman he can’t let go—must uncover the truth. Can their forbidden love survive when trust is the ultimate price?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        January 26

      

      

      Chase Garrett, known to most as Zyron, stepped off his bike and locked up his helmet. His hands fucking shook. On the long walk up the shadowy path to the familiar front door, he let out a slow breath. Calm wasn’t happening.

      He’d waited forever for the right to touch Tessa Lawrence. He’d been her friend, her co-worker, and her protector. But most of all, he wanted to be her lover.

      Today, everything had changed. So tonight, that might finally happen.

      Night enveloped him, chilly, still, and clear. Stars winked in a vast midnight sky. The world seemed to have stopped, as if it held its breath in anticipation. Or maybe that was just him, working to keep his lungs functioning and his head screwed on straight. Thoughts of Tessa made him hungry and desperate. Always had. He’d never craved a woman the way he did her.

      Would she finally say yes?

      At the front door, he knocked and told himself he wasn’t making a mistake. He wanted to do this. Yeah, but he had to do this. His bosses hadn’t left him any choice.

      It took a minute, but the porch light came on. He sensed Tessa on the other side, saw a shadow pass in front of the peephole. Finally, she eased the door open. Her face was bare, her blond hair in a messy bun on top of her head. Her bottom lip was rosy and puffy, as if she’d been chewing on it nervously. She wasn’t wearing anything fancy, just a plain set of long-sleeved cotton pajamas in a muted green with a simple satin trim, but they hugged every curve of that body he’d craved for ten seemingly endless months. They also told him she wore nothing underneath.

      All his blood rushed south. He started to sweat.

      “Zy.” She sounded surprised, but she looked as if she’d half been expecting him. “What are you doing here? It’s getting late. Is everything okay?”

      “Did you really think that, after today, I wouldn’t come?”

      “No.”

      “Is Hallie asleep?” he asked of her infant daughter.

      “She fought some, but I got her down about thirty minutes ago.”

      He enjoyed spending time with the little girl, but she was a distraction they didn’t need tonight. “Good. Can I come in?”

      She hesitated. “I don’t know if that’s a good idea.”

      “Did you get a new contract today?”

      Another hesitation before she nodded. “Joaquin emailed it to me.”

      “Did you sign?”

      “Zy…” She bit her lip again, this time as if she tried to stop herself from answering.

      He wasn’t letting this go. He’d waited for her. He’d wanted her. And he intended to take her. “Did you?”

      She sighed. “Yes.”

      “So did I, first thing this morning. The restrictions keeping us apart are gone.”

      “They are, but⁠—”

      “There are no more buts, Tessa.”

      Finally, she nodded. “How did you know?”

      “The bosses told me.”

      “Why?”

      She wasn’t asking why they’d rewritten the employment contracts and rescinded the clause that had prevented them from having any non-work contact of a sexual nature. No doubt the trio of bastards they worked for had fed her some story. They were good at that. Probably why they were successful. No, Tessa wanted to know why they’d told him about her contract.

      Because they want me to get close to you, to fuck you, and find out if you’ve been selling us out. Right now, I hate my goddamn job…but I want you more. “Because when they changed mine, I asked about yours. You know why.”

      “I do.”

      Good. “Can you think of a single reason I can’t come in, strip you down, and make love to you? Tell me right now.”

      Even by the dim lights of the porch, he saw color flush her cheeks. “Did you mean what you said on Christmas Eve?”

      “Every word.”

      Tessa dragged in a shaky breath as she stared at him with big green eyes. Finally, she stepped back, her baby-pink toe nails a soft splash of color against the white tile of her foyer. “Then there’s no reason at all. Come in.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        March 3 (The previous year)

      

      

      “Welcome to the jungle.” A smile played at Caleb Edgington’s mouth as the one-man welcoming committee waited, hand outstretched, just inside the office.

      He shut the door behind him and shook it. “Thank you, sir. I’m happy to be here.”

      “Come on in. Before I introduce you around, do you prefer Chase or…”

      “I’ll answer to almost anything, but most people call me Zyron. Mr. Garrett is my dad, and Chase is a stupid-ass name. Not sure what my mother was thinking with that.”

      The former colonel—and his new boss—laughed. “Zyron it is. Mind telling me where that nickname came from?”

      He kind of did because he’d probably get ribbed for it, but since one of the people who had stuck him with that moniker worked here, Zy knew he wasn’t getting out of it. “Some of the assholes I served with in Afghanistan decided I looked like Zac Efron. I’m not sure it was a compliment.”

      “Since they basically called you pretty, I’m not sure it was, either. You poor bastard.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “How long have you been Stateside?”

      “Flew out of Qatar three days ago.”

      “Still enjoying that jet lag, are you?”

      “Yes, sir.” It had been particularly wicked when his alarm went off at five a.m. for his morning run.

      “Then you’ll probably need some coffee while I introduce you to the others.”

      Zy nodded. “I’d appreciate it.”

      “You got it.” The colonel stepped aside and settled a big, war-worn hand on the nearby desk and directed his attention to the woman behind it. “This is Aspen, our temporary receptionist.”

      “Hi.” The woman, a thirtyish brunette with big glasses and a granola-vegan vibe, smiled.

      “Nice to meet you.” He nodded her way.

      “She’ll be here for another couple of weeks. Our usual receptionist, Tessa, is on maternity leave, so Aspen has been filling in. And you know this guy…”

      Zy saw his old buddy, Forest Scott, lumbering in his direction and met him halfway. “Hey, man. Now I remember why everyone calls you Trees. It’s been a few months, so I’d forgotten how damn tall you are.”

      The big guy pulled him in for a bro-hug. “Bite my ass.”

      “You’re not my type.” He slapped Trees on the back.

      Yeah, they sometimes exchanged insults and pretended to bust each other’s balls, but Trees was more like a brother to Zy than the brother with whom he shared blood. He was grateful for the day Uncle Sam had introduced them. In the last nine years, Trees had saved his life—in more ways than one. Hell, he wouldn’t have this job now if not for his best friend. Instead, he probably would have jumped from contracting gig to contracting gig in one Middle Eastern war zone after another, a little more miserable each day. But Louisiana was good. And it was far from Silicon Valley—exactly what he needed to return to the States in peace.

      “Back here you’ll find a coffee bar. I have the office to the left.” The colonel pointed down the hall. “In the corner by the window, the guy on the phone? That’s Cutter Bryant. He’s former military and a local from nearby Sunset.”

      The whip-lean guy with the angular face and blond hair held up a hand and waved. Zy waved back.

      “The guy settling into the desk beside him is Josiah Grant.” The colonel dropped his voice. “Former CIA.”

      Big, buff Josiah stood and held out his hand. “Don’t hold that against me.”

      Zy shook with him. “You got it.”

      “What’s your background?”

      “Served with Trees. Been out about eighteen months, contracting. I’m demolitions.”

      “Oh, so you’re crazy?” Josiah teased.

      Zy smiled. “Because I like to blow shit up?”

      “That, and you’re friends with him.” Josiah pointed at Trees.

      Everyone laughed, even Cutter, who ended his call and shook his hand.

      After they exchanged a few pleasantries, the colonel escorted him down another hall, then pointed to a darkened office. “Copy room here.” Down a bit farther, they passed a closed door. “Storage. And down here...” He trekked to another alcove with two desks.

      “Is where I sit,” Trees finished, then pointed to the empty desk under the window. “You’ll be here, buddy.”

      “Great.”

      Truly, it was. Trees was used to his kind of crazy. They’d never had angry words or a disagreement they couldn’t end with a good-natured punch, a fart joke, and a beer.

      “So if you want to set your backpack there, yeah… That’s desk, sweet desk.” The colonel smiled, then motioned him to follow around a corner and past a concrete pillar. “And this is Pierce Walker.”

      As the brawny guy with intense black eyes rose to his feet, Zy wondered why Walker was alone—and looked perfectly happy about it.

      “One-Mile,” he corrected, extending an inked arm and a big hand his way.

      “He’s our resident sniper,” the colonel supplied.

      Instantly, the guy’s nickname made sense. Zy took his hand. “You have a one-mile kill-shot to your name?”

      “A little over, yeah. A few years back. Sadr City, Iraq.”

      “Shit, I heard about that. Of course, by the time I heard the story, your name was classified.”

      The loner tugged at his beard with a cynical smile.

      “And…that’s the whole happy family at this point. Why don’t you grab that java and meet me in my office?”

      “Sure. Thanks.” As his new boss strode away, Zy gave One-Mile a head bob, then headed to the coffee bar with Trees.

      “What do you think?” his buddy asked.

      “You weren’t lying. It seems like a good fit.” Zy poured himself a big mug of java, steaming hot and black. “Anything else I should know?”

      His buddy did the same. “So far, no one seems to be in anyone’s hair or under anyone’s skin.”

      “Happy to hear it.” Unfortunately, Trees’s tone said there was more to the story. “But?”

      Trees pulled at the back of his neck. “But…I gotta be honest. The colonel got remarried not long ago. And since you agreed to take the job a few weeks back, there’s been a lot of talk—nothing confirmed—that the colonel might retire.”

      Oh, shit. “And what do you think would happen to this place? Would he sell it? Shut it down?”

      “I don’t know for sure. He’s got two sons, both SEALs, so maybe they’d take over when their hitch is up?” Trees shrugged. “That’s my gut instinct anyway. I just have this feeling change is coming.”

      Since his buddy had proven to have a good read on people, Zy nodded. “Sounds like. Anything else important?”

      “Yeah. Avoid Aspen.”

      “Any particular reason?” When they’d been introduced, she’d seemed all right.

      “She’s slow. And I know your impatience; she’ll drive you crazy.”

      Zy knew himself well enough to concede Trees was probably right. “Thanks for the heads-up.”

      “Don’t get me wrong. She’s really nice. But…she sometimes mixes up paperwork. And she sometimes gets confused about tasks, so it takes her a while to finish. It’s not uncommon for her to be the last to leave. Don’t start me on how often she manages to lock herself out of her computer. I think all the guys have helped her at least once. The colonel would probably have let her go if it wasn’t for the fact that she’s really good with potential customers and single-handedly talked some city inspector out of coming down on the colonel’s head. Besides, Aspen will be gone in a couple of weeks because Tessa will be back.” He cocked his head. “You’ll like her. She’s your type.”

      Not if she’s settled down with some other dude who knocked her up. “I’m good, thanks.”

      Trees laughed. “Which means you already met a girl in a bar and spent a meaningless night with her. When?”

      “Saturday. And it wasn’t completely meaningless. At least I remember her name.”

      “That’s progress for you.”

      “Madison was fun.”

      Trees raised a brow. “How fun? You going to see her again?”

      “I got her number, but…” He shrugged. “Probably not.”

      Nothing against Madison. She was what he’d needed in the moment—a good-time girl. She was into parties and fun and seeing where any given night took her. Zy didn’t know exactly what he wanted out of life, but he knew he wanted more than that.

      “Plenty of fish, right?”

      “What about you, man? You’ve been Stateside longer than me.”

      “Well, I can’t snap my fingers and find a flock of women eager to date a gawky-as-fuck six-foot-eight computer nerd. It’s cool. Working is keeping me busy anyway.”

      “I have a feeling I’m about to be in the same boat.” He clapped Trees on the shoulder. “Speaking of which, the colonel is waiting. Lunch later?”

      “Yeah.”

      Coffee in hand, Zy made his way to Edgington’s office. The older man sat behind his desk, phone pressed to his ear. “I have to go, Lottie. I’ll think about it. Yeah.” He paused. “We’ll talk more tonight. Bye.”

      As the colonel pasted on a smile, Zy had a feeling his buddy was right. Change was coming.

      “Have a seat.” The older man gestured to an empty chair. “Let’s talk for a few minutes. You get settled yet? Find a place?”

      “Working on it. I’m in a hotel this week. Trees will help me look for something more permanent over the weekend.”

      He nodded. “I suggest you do it fast. I think we’ll be out of the country soon.”

      Zy wasn’t shocked. That was the nature of being a personal security specialist. “Anywhere fun?”

      “Unless you like a Mexican desert, no.”

      “It’s cool. I’ll be ready. What’s the objective?”

      “I can’t say more now. Once everything is nailed down, I’ll share. In the meantime, I’ve got some exciting paperwork for you.” The colonel tossed a flat envelope his way, and it smacked the desk between them. “I need those finished ASAP, so bring them back to me when you’re done. Aspen has your log-in information and your computer up front.”

      “I’ll get everything set up today. Anything else I should be aware of?”

      Edgington shook his salt-and-pepper head. “You’ve already signed the employment contract, so you know the rules.”

      “I do. And I don’t think you have to worry about me ‘fraternizing’ with anyone on staff. I’m not ragging on anyone who’s gay, but hairy butts aren’t my thing.”

      The colonel looked as if he suppressed a laugh. “I paid a lawyer for a boilerplate contract. He inserted that clause, but now that you point it out, I don’t see much of an issue with this crowd.”

      “Probably not. Expectations I should be aware of, sir?”

      “I don’t like bullshit. I expect ops to be run smart and clean. I expect you to follow orders…but I expect you to think for yourself if shit goes south and situations get hot. I hired all of you because you’re good at your respective roles and you’re smart.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “And don’t ‘yes, sir’ me. I know your reputation.”

      A rebel. A maverick. A big stick when shit needed stirring. He wasn’t surprised it had preceded him. “I can’t promise to be a perfect operator, but I can promise to be honest, do my best, and work for the collective good.”

      “That’s all I can ask. Anything else we’ll figure out as we go.”

      “Sounds good.” Zy snatched up the paperwork and finished the last of the coffee in his cup, wishing he had more.

      “Dismissed. Get the hell out of here and start thinking about ways to make our clients safer.”

      “You got it. Thank you,” he called as he left the office.

      As he approached the coffee bar, tucking the paperwork under his arm, he found Trees stirring a little powdered creamer in his brew. “How did it go?”

      “Good.” He refilled his mug and gulped half down, the fresh caffeine hitting his bloodstream feeling like pleasure. “Edgington doesn’t seem like a dictator.”

      “He’s not, but he can be a hard-ass.”

      No surprise there. Any boss worth their salt could be. “I gotta pick up some crap from Aspen, then I guess I’ll be doing paperwork today. What about you?”

      “Reports for my last couple of jobs. I’m behind.”

      “Sucks. I’d rather be out in the field.” Zy got itchy behind a desk.

      “Same, buddy.”

      After topping off his mug, Zy set it and the envelope on his desk, then headed to the front of the office. Aspen sat there, scowling at the computer screen in front of her, shoulder-length hair now wrapped in a messy bun and held up with a pencil.

      “Hey,” he greeted, trying not to startle her.

      Her head snapped up, and she lowered the lid of the laptop before plastering on a chipper smile. “Hi. I’ve been trying to get everything ready for you, but your computer is giving me fits. It will just be another few minutes. I’ll bring it to you.”

      Given what Trees had said about Aspen’s abilities, he didn’t think that was a good idea. “Don’t worry about that. I’ve got it.”

      “No, really. Let me. I need to fix this mess I made so I can learn how not to do it again.”

      If she was only going to fill in here for another couple of weeks, why? “Seriously, it’s no problem. I’ll have it done in a few.”

      “Please. This is so frustrating. If I figure it out, I’ll learn something.” She huffed. “I’m not stupid.”

      “You’re not,” Zy placated, but if the woman wasn’t good with this kind of machinery, maybe she’d be better to take a step back. “But I have a lot of experience. How about you let me help?” He rounded the desk to stand beside her chair.

      Aspen slammed her hand on the laptop lid. “I need to do this.”

      The woman looked ready to cry, and Zy didn’t want to create drama on day one. “Okay, I’ll just stand here and whisper hints. How’s that?”

      The woman let out a breath, looking as if she’d like to object. But when she studied him, she closed her mouth again. Yeah, he wasn’t budging, and that probably showed. “Fine. If you’ll just give me a minute to get back to the beginning…”

      “Absolutely.” He crossed his arms over his chest and leaned against the wall behind him. “Let me know when you’re ready.”

      “I’d do better if you didn’t hover.”

      Wow, she was touchy. “I’m not hovering. And I’m not judging, either. Just hanging out, looking at Trish’s pictures.”

      “Tessa,” the woman automatically corrected.

      “Yeah, that’s what I meant.” He lifted a silver-framed snapshot of a trio of smiling girls. Some embossed Greek letters underneath told him these might be sorority sisters. The brunette on the left was pretty, as was the redhead on the right. But the blonde in the middle with the sparkling green eyes and the fuckable mouth shoved his heart against his ribs with a thud. Man, he’d love to meet her.

      He set the photo down, and seeing Aspen’s still suspicious glare slanted his way, Zy chose to pluck another photo off the desk. In this one, the blonde wore a white sundress and reclined with a fluffy gray tabby, both with their eyes closed, almost nose to nose. She looked happy in this picture. Peaceful. Gorgeous.

      “You should probably put that down. I don’t know if Tessa would appreciate anyone messing with her pictures. I’ve tried to avoid touching them for just that reason.”

      Tessa was the blonde?

      “Have you met her?” He gestured to the woman in the photo.

      Aspen shook her head. “Only talked to her over the phone. But I wouldn’t want my stuff touched.”

      Yet she felt free to mess with his computer? Screw this. Time to end the standoff, snatch the machine up, and fix it himself. But another framed picture on the far wall caught his attention. A dude with sandy hair and a matching goatee stood beside the gorgeous blonde, wearing a cocky smirk, his arm hooked around her shoulders.

      This must be Tessa’s husband. And in Zy’s view, she could have done better. This guy looked a little smarmy. A little shifty, too. But whatever. Maybe Mr. Tessa was a great human being and a supportive husband. It just sucked that the first woman Zy had felt a jolt of attraction to in forever was taken.

      “I’m not hurting anything.” He set the picture back down. “Just admiring the nice couple.”

      Aspen turned to him and dropped her voice. “They’re not a couple anymore. Apparently, he ran out on her a few weeks before their daughter was born.”

      What a scumbag. On the one hand, Zy was kind of happy to hear the news. That meant she wasn’t weighed down by a horrible excuse for a man anymore and she was free to date someone else. Like him, for instance. On the other hand, that meant she was a single mom with a newborn and maybe even a broken heart…so probably not ready to date anytime soon.

      Just his luck. And the longer he stood at her desk, checking out her random pictures, the more that fact annoyed him.

      “Thanks for the FYI, Aspen.” He snatched up the computer. “You know, I think I’ll take it from here.”

      “Wait!” She lunged out of her chair. “I really want the chance to fix it.”

      “I’ll handle it and give you some pointers later. Log-in credentials?” He held out his hand.

      She slid the slip of paper into his palm, looking almost tearful. “Please give me the chance to fix this and learn from my mistakes.”

      Maybe if he’d been feeling less agitated, he would have obliged her. “Next time.”

      Zy hiked back to his desk and sat with the computer. When he opened the lid, he scowled. “What the hell was she doing?”

      Instead of a log-in screen, Aspen had somehow gotten behind the interface and maneuvered herself into the back end, into the terminal itself. “What the fuck was she doing?”

      “What?” Trees looked up absently.

      Zy flipped the laptop in his direction.

      His buddy laughed. “She did that with mine, too. She tries. I think she’s really lost.”

      She had to be. Getting here usually took a know-how he doubted she possessed. “She won’t be touching my computer again.”

      “Good call.”

      Silence fell, and Zy knew he probably shouldn’t stir up trouble, but he didn’t feel like letting this go. “So, um…Aspen told me Tessa’s husband ran out on her?”

      “Boyfriend. Yep. His name was Cash.” Trees snorted. “And yeah, he was as douchy as his name implies.”

      “How did she take it?”

      His friend shrugged. “Tessa is hard to read.”

      Zy didn’t know what to say to that. He wanted to know more. Hell, he kind of wanted to know where she lived so he could find out if she was all right. But that was ridiculous. He’d never met the woman, and she likely wouldn’t want a stranger intruding. Besides, they were going to be co-workers. Why start something in the office that, contractually speaking, neither of them could pursue?

      It would be better off if he didn’t go after her. Shouldn’t be too hard. This job would be dangerous, and a fair amount of his time would be spent away from Lafayette, gun in hand, kicking bad-guy ass. That’s where he needed to focus, not some hang-up he had for a blonde he’d never met.

      “Hmm. So what’s good for lunch around here?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Monday, March 10, 6 a.m.

        Mexico

      

      

      “What the fuck are we doing here?” Zy hissed at Trees as they trekked around a scrub-dotted desert hill in the chilly pre-dawn. “I know this is a rescue mission, but…”

      “I’m in the dark, too. I don’t know much except this is part of an ongoing effort.”

      “Rescuing someone related to the head of a drug cartel? Why?”

      “Not sure. But if we’re here, I’m guessing someone close to our scumbag, Emilo Montilla, wants to talk, maybe turn evidence over to the feds…who probably don’t want to get their hands dirty by taking a foreign citizen out of their country of origin to further their case. Or maybe us busting in is all for optics, so Montilla doesn’t know one of his own stabbed him in the back.” He shrugged. “But I know that when the feds can’t or won’t green-light missions, we often get the call.”

      That made sense, and Zy didn’t need to know why he was shivering in the middle of the damn desert before sunrise, trying to extract a woman he’d never heard of. He’d done clandestine before, and a paycheck was a paycheck. But it helped to understand the players, the lay of the land, and the reason for the mission objective, especially when things went south. “Roger that. How much farther?”

      Trees stared at the sat-map device in his hands, then scanned the horizon with a scowl. “Almost there.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      His scowl deepened. “I don’t know, maybe nothing.”

      Maybe, but if something had spooked Trees, that worried Zy. He plucked the radio from his belt and turned the volume up just enough to hear. “Almost in position. Copy?”

      “Roger that,” Cutter murmured. “Same.”

      The plan was simple…in theory. A few hours ago, Zy had planted explosives around the camp intel said Montilla was currently holed up in, along with their target. In a few minutes, as the sun edged above the horizon, they would launch the first part of their attack. Less than a mile to the east, Cutter was spotting One-Mile on a series of shots that should be a breeze for him, to take out the trio of heavily armed guards watching over the compound overnight. Then, while pandemonium ensued, Zy would detonate the preset explosives to draw out the rest. Trees had come along to scramble the cartel’s devices and make their communications next to impossible. Then Zy was supposed to rendezvous with Cutter just outside the compound, rush in to grab the woman with One-Mile providing cover fire, then get the fuck out and back to the extraction point before eight a.m.

      It wasn’t terribly complicated, and the mission shouldn’t be hard, but he was nervous. Because it was his first assignment for the colonel? Because he wanted to prove himself to the guys he’d pledged to work with for the next three years?

      “Holler when you’re ready,” he told Cutter. “We’ll initiate the sequence on your go.”

      “Got it.”

      Zy glanced up to see Trees peering through the charcoal morning with infrared binoculars. He was still scowling.

      “What do you see?”

      “Same three guards, still in the same basic place.”

      “Makes Walker’s job easier.”

      “I guess. It also makes me uneasy. Why aren’t they patrolling?”

      “Laziness?”

      Trees scoffed. “Show me a lazy member of a cartel, and I’ll show you a dead one.”

      He had a point, but… “We have no indication they’re onto us.”

      “We don’t.”

      But Trees didn’t like it. Zy had known his buddy long enough to read the signs.

      “Shit,” the big guy beside him hissed suddenly.

      “What?”

      “A fourth guard just emerged.”

      Dread pinged Zy’s gut. That wasn’t normal. They’d been watching this compound for days. “Over an hour early?”

      “Yeah, and he’s not empty-handed.”

      “Abort!” Cutter screamed over the radio.

      The warning had Zy on even higher alert. “Trees?”

      He paused, peering through the binoculars before whipping them away and bending to scoop up his pack. “Abort. GTFO now!”

      Zy didn’t stop to ask questions, just secured his gear and ran after Trees.

      “Did you hear me? Abort!” Cutter’s voice urged over the radio.

      “We’re out,” he shouted into the handheld unit, legs pumping across the desert sand.

      “Run fast. They’re onto us and they’ve got an RPG.”

      Oh, fuck! Somehow, the cartel had figured out they weren’t alone in the middle of nowhere, and they were coming for blood.

      Behind him, Zy heard the hum of an engine. The growl told him their vehicles weren’t standard-issue. Unfortunately, he and the rest of the team were a good half mile away from their stashed vehicle—and even longer to reach the chopper.

      A dozen questions sat on his tongue, along with at least that many expletives. Now wasn’t the time. If they lived, then he’d want to know what the fuck was going on. Details. An explanation that made sense. The truth.

      The sound of tires eating their way up the side of the hill carried over the sawing of his breath and the pounding of his heart. He ran every fucking day, but not at this pace. Not on sand that shifted and slid beneath his feet. It was going to wear him down, probably before the cartel caught up. And that scared the shit out of him. They weren’t known for their hospitality.

      To his left, he caught a glimpse of Cutter and Walker sprinting, as he and Trees were, for their vehicle, which stood a few hundred feet in the distance. Behind him, the sounds of the engine grew louder. Next, he heard an explosion, followed by a whine and a whoosh.

      An explosive landed in the soil half a football field in front of them, kicking up sand, rocks, and brush. Zy squinted and covered his eyes as he approached the brown cloud of dust, then tried to outrun whatever came next. It would take the crew behind him less than a minute to reload and launch again.

      “We’re fucked!” Trees shouted beside him.

      “We’re almost there,” he tried to encourage his buddy.

      But deep in his heart, Zy feared his buddy was right; they were fucked.

      The engines roared closer as the second explosion filled the air. Zy craned his head over his shoulder—and saw the fucking grenade coming straight for them.

      “Drop!” he shouted as he rolled to the sand, trying to avoid the explosive’s arc.

      Trees hit the deck. Cutter started to do the same, but Walker either didn’t hear or intended to be the hero. At least until his spotter tossed him down with a tug on his arm.

      The grenade hit the sand not twenty feet from them, too close to their vehicle for comfort.

      “Go, go, go!” Cutter demanded.

      They all raced to their feet in an all-out dash for their Jeep. If they couldn’t reach it and hit the gas in the next sixty seconds, they were toast.

      Finally, they managed to reach their open-air vehicle and dump all their contents in the back. Over his thudding heart and everyone’s furious breaths, he heard the tick, tick, ticking of a silent clock in his head, counting down the moments to impending death. It blended with the snarl of engines closing in as they tore off the camouflage covering and all hopped in, Cutter taking the briefest glimpse to ensure they’d all piled in before he stomped on the gas and the vehicle lurched forward.

      Zy’s ass barely touched the seat before they began tearing through the desert, jockeying their way toward the public road, which was at least ten miles away.

      “We’re not going to fucking make it,” Walker spit. “You should have let me shoot the son of a bitch with the RPG.”

      “We didn’t have time.”

      “The fuck we didn’t! No one made you mission commander, Bryant, and you don’t have the first fucking clue what shots I can make.”

      “Stop whining and fire back at these assholes. That’s the only way we’re getting out of here alive.”

      Zy whipped his stare around. In between the clouds of dust their race through the desert had kicked up, he saw something that made his blood run cold. “They’ve got a mounted fifty-cal!”

      “Motherfucking son of a bitch,” Walker cursed as he jerked out his Glock. “Don’t ever stop my shot again. And if I die, I’m going to haunt your ass.”

      There was no way anyone was hitting the enemy vehicle with that weapon at that distance. “Are you out of your mind?”

      Walker glared at him like a bug to be squashed. “You got a better idea, new guy?”

      Zy didn’t, and that sucked, so he closed his mouth, drew his own weapon, and sent up a prayer.

      The sun inched up the horizon, and Cutter wisely drove east, straight into the blinding light, fishtailing the back tires to kick up as much dust as possible. They had no other way to obscure their position.

      If they got out of this alive, it would be a fucking miracle.

      Then came the sound he goddamn dreaded—another bang, followed by another high-pitched howl. Then a flash, followed by a deafening sound as the explosive landed inches from the back right tire, where Zy sat. Then fire ripped into his shoulder and across his back seconds before something bashed in the side of his skull.

      Pain exploded. Darkness tunneled his vision. As he fell back, his unsteady gaze landed on Trees, whose eyes widened with horror. He seemed to be shouting, but Zy heard nothing. His panicked friend grabbed him, moved him. All Zy knew was that he suddenly had something solid at his back, something warm trickled down the side of his face, and he’d probably fucking die a failure.

      Then…nothing.
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      Tessa Lawrence sighed as the doorbell rang. She set down the spoon she’d been using to stir her potatoes and kissed her infant daughter, cradled in one arm, as she lowered the heat on the burner. “Hopefully that’s your diaper delivery, sweet pea. You’re running low.”

      Hallie slept on, blissfully unaware that being down to a handful of Pampers was something close to an emergency—at least as far as a new single mom was concerned. But it wasn’t the end of the world. Would she have liked to have an extra set of hands to hold Hallie while she cooked? To keep the baby calm while she took a few precious moments for a shower? When her daughter woke up for the third time between midnight and four a.m.? Of course.

      But Cash Bennett apparently had better things to do than be a dad to the baby girl he’d unexpectedly fathered on one of their handful of dates last May.

      No time to wallow now. Grab the diapers, stir the potatoes, make it through another day. Tomorrow will be better.

      At least that’s what Tessa told herself.

      As she neared the front door, she peeked out the peephole. No one. The delivery driver must have dumped the box on the porch and left. And honestly that suited Tessa anyway. She’d probably scare everyone but the blind right now. She was still wearing yesterday’s leggings. Her hair was piled on her head in a messy bun. The dark circles under her eyes attested to her lack of sleep. And since Hallie was a few minutes past due for her feeding, her breasts were leaking milk, which must be obvious on her blue shirt.

      Letting out a sigh of relief, she opened the door and looked down for the box she so desperately needed. But it wasn’t there. Instead, a familiar man peeled away from the wall beside her front door with a groan and wobbled onto the mat as he faced her.

      “Hey, babe.” He looked her up and down, then gave her a glassy-eyed frown. “You look like shit.”

      This was just one of the many reasons she’d stopped seeing Cash. She’d mistaken him for someone attractive, kind, and marriable for their first couple of months together. As soon as he’d proven unreliable and irresponsible, she’d dumped his ass. Unfortunately, she’d realized she was pregnant after that.

      “What do you want, Cash?”

      “Shouldn’t I get to meet my daughter?”

      “I gave you chances, and you didn’t take me up on any of them. I don’t want you here when you’re drunk.”

      “Drunk? I’ve had a couple but…I’m not drunk.”

      “Your words are slurred and you smell like a distillery. You’re drunk. You should go.”

      “What? No. I haven’t seen my daughter yet.” He directed his unsteady stare at Hallie. “Is this her?”

      How many babies did the idiot think she was capable of having at once? “Yes.”

      Something on his face softened. “Can I come in and hold her?”

      She held back. “Where have you been? I haven’t seen or heard from you in two months. I called the day she was born. I called when I left the hospital. I called when I set a baptism date.”

      “I know, babe. I’m sorry. If you’ll just let me in, I’ll explain.” He tried to step inside, staggered, and ended up pushing the door open as he lurched.

      When Hallie started, Tessa guided him back onto the porch and blocked the entrance. Thankfully, the baby settled back down. “I already said I don’t want you here. You couldn’t be bothered to go with me to childbirth classes. You couldn’t be bothered to show up when Hallie was born or when I needed you after I came home from the hospital. You definitely haven’t bothered with child support.”

      “C’mon, babe. You know too much responsibility freaks me out. And before the baby was born, you were beginning to look like the side of a barn. Big ol’ pregnant.” He made an exaggerated gesture, showing a rounded belly, and grimaced as if he found it all horribly distasteful.

      Apparently, he didn’t grasp that he’d been the one to make her big ol’ pregnant. “It’s time for you to go, Cash. Next time you want to see Hallie, call first.”

      “Aw, babe. Don’t do this. I’ve missed you. You’re getting your body back, and look at those tits.” He lifted his hands to her as if he had every intention of squeezing them.

      She jumped behind the door and tried to slam it shut. His foot, wedged into the opening, kept her from closing the portal. “Don’t, Cash. Say goodbye and move your foot. We don’t have anything else to discuss tonight.”

      “Fine. You don’t want me to touch your tits. Whatever. I just want to see you and hold the baby.”

      “Maybe when you’re sober.” When he still didn’t budge, she tried to nudge his foot out of the doorway.

      “Babe, c’mon. Ten minutes. I’ve missed you.” He swayed closer and leaned in, lips puckered. “I’ll make you feel good again…”

      He hadn’t done a spectacular job the first time, and Tessa was done messing around with his drunk ass. She kicked his shin.

      He cursed and hopped back, removing his foot from the threshold. Quickly, she slammed the door shut and locked it.

      Predictably, he pounded on the door. “Don’t shut me out. I know I didn’t show up when I should have, but I’m here now. Doesn’t that mean anything?”

      Nope. Whatever emotional capital he’d had by virtue of being the father of her child he’d pissed away by being absent when she’d needed him most. And she wasn’t about to rely on his good nature when he clearly had lost his in an alcohol haze. She reached for her phone. “Try being sober, respectful, and sincere. Make a child support payment or two. Then I’ll reconsider.”

      “So you’re going to squeeze money out of me before I can see my own daughter. You know, my first impression of you was right. You’re a bitch.”

      Tessa watched through the peephole as he missed the front step and stumbled to his hands and knees. Slowly, he straightened up, wobbled, then reached into his pocket and pulled out his car keys.

      Shit, she couldn’t let him drive. He was a danger to himself and others.

      She dialed 911 and reported the make and model of Cash’s ride. Since there was a police station about four blocks from her duplex, it wouldn’t take them long to get here. They’d undoubtedly find him in his vehicle, and at the foot-dragging rate he was moving now, probably before he could even pull away from the curb. She didn’t want to see him arrested or have to dig himself out of legal trouble, but he didn’t belong on her porch or on her property, where he could harass her. If he wanted to talk when he was sober, she might consider that.

      To her shock, he stopped suddenly and whipped his head around, catching sight of a piece of siding that had come loose during last night’s crazy thunderstorm. She’d called her landlord to fix it. Tessa wasn’t shocked that, so far, he was a no-show.

      Was Cash delusional enough to think he was going to prove what a good guy he was by fixing it for her?

      Tessa rolled her eyes at that—until Cash picked up the board and swung at the window, which overlooked Hallie’s crib.

      A scream slipped from her throat as glass shattered.

      “That’s right. I’m not leaving without holding my daughter. Let me see her!”

      He shocked her all over again by knocking more shards out of the casing, then clutching the sill and swinging a leg over like he intended to hop inside.

      Thankfully, a pair of vehicles with flashing lights appeared at her curb, and an officer from each squad car hurtled from the vehicle and sprinted for Cash, hauling him away from the window before he could climb inside the house.

      “You called the cops?” her ex shouted in accusation, like he was shocked she would do that to him.

      It had to be the drink talking, because if he’d been sober, he would have known she would never put up with his crap.

      She yanked the door open. “I don’t want you in the house and you shouldn’t be driving.”

      “Cunt! I’ll be back…and you’ll be sorry.”

      “That’s enough, buddy,” a cop snarled as he cuffed Cash. “You’re coming to the station.”

      “What? No. Fuck that. Fuck you!” He struggled to no avail as one cop took him away. Another exited his vehicle to assist.

      As the sounds of his struggles dimmed, Hallie stirred again, this time seeking food in her sleep. The cop remaining on her porch flashed her an understanding smile. “I’m Officer Mills, ma’am. My wife is breastfeeding our newborn, too. You need a few minutes?”

      “I think so. She’s past due.”

      “I can wait. Then I’ll need to ask you a few questions. Until then, I’ll go, um…help with him. You know this guy?”

      “Ex-boyfriend.”

      Mills nodded. “I’ll let the others know.”

      Tessa shut and locked the door. Did that matter with a front window now wide open? Sighing, she turned off the potatoes. Dinner would have to wait. Quickly, she fed Hallie, her head spinning all the while. How the heck was she going to board up that window with dusk coming so quickly? Hell, she didn’t even own any tools. Wasn’t that what she had a landlord for?

      Once Hallie seemed sated and had given her a good burp, Tessa set the infant in a jumper seat, quickly changed her shirt, then opened the door again to find Officer Mills. There he stood…along with the man who had been next on her list of people to call.

      “Colonel Edgington. You’re here?”

      He gave her a fatherly smile. “I know most of the guys at the station, and they know you work for me. Can we come in?”

      “Of course.”

      “While Mills asks you some questions, I’m going to figure out how to patch up the window.”

      “Thank you so much.” Tessa would be forever grateful if he could figure out how to keep her safe tonight so she could get it repaired tomorrow.

      The colonel patted her softly on the shoulder, then headed into the kitchen and down the hall, to the first bedroom on the left.

      Ten minutes later, Mills had asked her all the questions he had and was apparently satisfied with her answers. “That’s all for now, Ms. Lawrence.”

      “I appreciate y’all coming so quickly.”

      He nodded, looking decidedly uncomfortable. “You didn’t hear this from me, but I doubt the charges will stick. When I stepped outside so you could feed your daughter, one of the other officers told me your ex is the nephew of a city councilman.”

      So the local wheels of justice were selective and the system was two-tiered. Tessa closed her eyes against rising defeat. “So he’ll be out by tomorrow?”

      “If they lock him up at all.”

      Just then, Tessa glanced across the open space to see the colonel standing there, listening. “Don’t worry. I’ll help you out. I’ve got an idea.”
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        * * *

      

      Zy sat on the stiff sofa of his budget, all-suites motel off the side of the freeway, absently watching a college basketball
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