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			DEDICATION

			To my nieces Jennifer, Barbara and Danielle—

			may you be fierce in your determination

			and fearless in all your choices.
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			1

			AFTER SPENDING most of his adult life in the Marines, Weston Brown recognized a shithole when he stepped right in one. He had no one else to blame for this assignment. Just his piss poor decision-making. Next time his team leader told him about an optional operation, he’d take a pass. Wouldn’t kill him to sit one out now and then.


			With his gun in his hand and his finger skimming along the side, right off the trigger, he scanned the area, squinting to check his surroundings in the fading light. Skardu, Pakistan. The town served as the launching area for high-altitude climbing expeditions. Dusty and barren, filled with grayish-brown boulders and outlined by a towering mountain range. A few rivers and bursts of green provided by man-made irrigation systems broke through the rough landscape.

			This was not his idea of the ideal vacation spot, and that’s what he was supposed to be doing—taking mandatory leave—forced rest between assignments with the Alliance, the elite black ops fighting force put together mostly from the United States’ CIA and MI6, the British intelligence service.

			The work suited him since he wasn’t a desk guy, but it wouldn’t be a bad thing to go a week or so without choking or shooting someone. When his eyes locked on the target dead ahead, he knew the no-violence thing wasn’t going to happen today.

			He’d done this a million times. Careful steps, slowed breathing. A mental countdown to impact. Calculating the risks and preparing a second option if this one went sideways. He’d been trained to be ready—always. To kill without thinking.

			His boot hit the ground right behind the armed unknown leaning against a tree and aiming his weapon at the building in the distance. The guy must have sensed him because he flinched a second before contact. Started to turn. West locked his arm around the guy’s neck before he could call out and bring his friends running.

			Flailing and full of panic, he had one last burst of energy. The bottom of the guy’s shoes scraped against the loose pebbles on the ground as he beat his fists against West’s arm. West pressed harder and the guy fell in a heap in the dirt.

			West had been using the choke hold since boot camp. Just shy of thirty-four and he could still take a man down in less than four seconds.

			Oorah.

			“Nice, now stay low.” Josiah King, clean-cut, British, and one of the toughest men in Alliance, issued the order.

			“It’s not my first day on the job.” West wasn’t accustomed to following Josiah’s lead. He directed Delta team’s operations. While the men could be moved around as needed, West generally worked on Bravo.

			He’d been home, lifting weights and sitting out an enforced break with the rest of Bravo following a successful operation in Germany when he got the call. Between his knowledge of the region and his preference to keep moving, tagging along seemed like the right choice. Problem was, volunteering put him smack in the middle of the one place he never wanted to see again.

			Josiah shook his head. “You’re a big target.”

			“Good thing I run fast.” West pointed off to his right. “India’s that way, right?”

			“Funny.” Though Josiah’s tone didn’t say funny.

			But if the Pakistani army unleashed its fury, that was exactly what they’d be doing. Burning for daylight. They weren’t exactly in-country on tourist visas or with the government’s knowledge. Any government.

			That’s how Alliance worked. Underground and answering to few. Lethal but expendable, so everyone in power could maintain plausible deniability. For this assignment, they’d hooked up with a team of charity workers and flew in over the Karakoram mountain range and right past K2, the second highest mountain in the world.

			The long and breathtaking trip from Islamabad ended here, in Pakistan, eighty miles from the ongoing conflict with India over a strip of wasteland called the Siachen Glacier. People referred to the conflict as the highest battleground on Earth because it took place 20,000 feet in the air. West viewed it as a fucking nightmare he’d vowed never to return to.

			It sucked that his nightmares haunted him longer than his promise to stay away.

			Josiah gave the hand signal and they headed out, moving fast, doubled over and crouched down, all while continuously scanning the landscape. They took cover behind rocks and an occasional shed as they made their way over the span of open area between them and the one-story beige building in the distance.

			Intel pinned this place as a clinic. The one place other than the state-run Combined Military Hospital in Skardu where injured hikers were brought when they were rescued. Most came here off K2, but hikers ended up here from a few of the thirteen other highest mountains that loomed nearby, known as the eight-thousanders. The clinic looked like every other building, as far as West could tell, only spookier since there was no sign of life around the place.

			Josiah rushed up to a group of trees and hid behind them. He motioned for West to follow. “I’d prefer if we didn’t turn this into an international incident, so try not to draw fire,” Josiah said.

			“That’s a reasonable position.” But since military battles waged in the mountains nearby, and armed officers walked the streets, the boss might be asking a bit much.

			Only Alliance would send in a two-man team to attempt this kind of motherfucking retrieval madness. West loved that about this group. No weakness allowed.

			“Nothing can go wrong,” Josiah said.

			“You should have thought about that before we decided to kidnap a doctor out of Pakistan.” As far as West was concerned, damage, collateral or not, had to be expected.

			Josiah’s gaze flicked away from the building to West’s face. “Rescue, not kidnap.”

			Yeah, right. “We’ll see if the guy’s using that word when we interrogate him.”

			“Talk with.” Josiah emphasized each word as if he were addressing a confused child.

			If his temporary leader wanted to engage in verbal gymnastics, West would comply. “We both know the truth.”

			“That you’re a pain in the ass?”

			“That’s not news.” Neither was the suicidal nature of this mission. So much for all the rah-rah bullshit about it being a quick in and out. Tell that to his nuts, which were in the process of freezing off.

			Despite it being May, he could see the snow piled on the mountain range around him. In this part of the world, seventies during the day and forties at night were normal for this time of year. He expected that. He didn’t plan for the unseasonable cold snap that ushered in blustery winds and frigid temperatures well below normal. He blew a warm breath into the palms of his black gloves.

			Josiah glanced over then did a double take. “You okay?”

			“I hate this place.” Spent the worst damn three weeks of his life hunkered down in this area, alternating between pulling bodies out of the ice and hiding from the Pakistani army.

			“Skardu?”

			But now wasn’t sharing time. They were almost on top of the building and anyone could be lurking, so West kept it short and sweet. “Anywhere with mountains and snow.”

			“Be happy it’s not winter. The whole place is impassable then.”

			Sweet damn this was a lot of talking. Ford Decker, West’s team leader on Bravo, knew not to engage him in mindless bullshit. Josiah would learn. “I have the itch to shoot something. Wanna volunteer for my target practice?”

			“Keep in mind I’ll shoot back.” Josiah scanned the horizon and checked the coordinates on his GPS watch. “This is definitely the right location.”

			As the wind whipped over the scarred land, West wondered what the hell was so right about it. Nondescript and squat. Plain with few windows and no discernable signs of human life.

			As a clinic, the building should be buzzing with activity. A steady stream of locals and climbers seeking treatment. The usual check-ins from the military stationed nearby.

			But they had no movement. Hard truth was they might be too late to call this part of the mission a success. Their witness could be dead.

			Josiah must have reached the same conclusion because, though his frown didn’t lessen, his grip on the gun tightened. “We go in and grab Alex Palmer, then get out.”

			The whole reason for this fucked-up venture. “The doctor with the intel.”

			“The doctor in trouble.”

			“We’re basically saying the same thing.” West didn’t separate the doc from the information he’d relayed through back channels and coded chatter. Risky and brave, but the doc had to know the dangers going in for an American working in this part of the world. “Let’s grab him.”

			They skipped the front door and circled around to the side, checking for tracks and finding a mishmash of prints. Their footsteps landed in almost noiseless thuds on the dirt over the others. No extra movements or stray comments. They stayed focused and clear, the sole objective being to get in there and get the doctor out.

			Ducking, Josiah moved to the far side of the window. He pulled the fiber-optic camera out of the utility pocket of his pants. New tech and pretty damn impressive. Nothing more than a thin wire. Thinner than West had ever seen. Harmless, unnoticeable to anyone not looking for it.

			With an expertise and patience West admired, Josiah screwed on the tiny lens no bigger than a mint that he kept in a separate pocket and eased the end up until it touched the edge of the glass. Whatever he saw on the monitor on his watch had him nodding. He motioned for West to take the back door.

			The tension thumped around them, broken only by the stark silence. West knew they could be walking into a bloodbath. Or worse, a trap. Last place he wanted to die was on this forsaken strip of land. But if it was his fucking time, so be it.

			He made his way to the corner, keeping his back tight against the building but careful not to shuffle or create noise. His gaze bounced from the open dirt-covered area around them to the empty few feet in front of him. A quick peek to check behind him, then he rounded the building and stepped up to the open door.

			Bad sign. A smart doctor would keep the door locked, if only to protect the meds.

			Every little noise echoed to a deafening roar in his ears. A pebble here. The creak of the hinge as the wind knocked the door back and forth there.

			He half expected the entire Pakistani army to pour out of the building. Instead, more quiet greeted him. A stillness that reeked of death. He was far too familiar with that stench.

			He squinted, looking between the crack and the edge of the door. A man in uniform held a gun to the back of a woman’s head. From the position and where she sat in a chair, West could only see her hair, long and brown. That didn’t tell him a damn thing other than they had a hostage situation, which ranked pretty low on his list of favorite things.

			He scanned the small room, taking in as much information as possible. Overturned furniture, glass shattered and covering the floor. The worn soles of sandals sticking out from under an overturned chair. From the size, probably male, which suggested they already had one down.

			It looked to be an operating room of sorts. Equipment, all with plugs ripped from the walls, placed in a circle like a shield between the hostile and whoever might come storming in. Tables and supplies strewn around.

			Someone came looking for someone or something, and since West didn’t see an older white male, he guessed the hostile found his target, and now was biding his time.

			One faint click came from his watch. Well-timed, just as expected from someone of Josiah’s expertise. Between the wind and the crunch as the gunman shifted his weight and crushed whatever lodged under his foot, the sound barely registered. West answered with two clicks. The prearranged signal.

			He started the mental countdown. When he got to one, he crossed the threshold and slammed his shoulder against cabinet blocking his path to the hostile. With access open, West dropped. Gunfire pounded over his head in rapid succession. Panic firing.

			Then came the swearing. West couldn’t make out the words or nail down the dialect, Urdu or Balti, or maybe a regional dialect, but he knew ticked off, and this guy sounded like that.

			The hostile shouted as West slithered across the floor on his stomach. Fast and unconcerned about sound now, his knees thudded against the wood as he scrambled over the lifeless body he saw earlier—definitely male—and headed for the woman. Shots pinged around him and Josiah yelled for the guy to stop firing. Yeah, this one wasn’t going without a fight.

			Launching his body, West switched from prone to the balls of his feet, hitting the hostile square in the side and driving him into the wall as the man aimed at Josiah. The guy’s assault rifle dropped then clattered against the floor. West saw the flash of movement as Josiah jumped over a broken desk on his way to provide backup.

			West stayed focused on knocking this guy out. Registering the glint of steel, he pivoted as the hostile’s blade sliced through the air in a wild arc. West heard a rip but didn’t feel pain. He slammed his body over and against the smaller man, crushing him into the thin wall.

			The hostile groaned and shouted, but the frantic knife-waving didn’t cease. West caught a nick along his chin. Felt the blood swell. Got really fucking pissed off and the rage went nuclear when the hostile shoved against him and tried to knock his head back.

			When the guy’s fingers brushed against the extra gun West kept at his side, he stopped trying to take him alive and fired. A single shot rang out. A boom, and the guy’s hands dropped. His balance faltered as his head lolled to the side. Unsteady on his feet, he smashed into the wall and stayed pinned there by West’s hand.

			Blood seeped through the hostile’s fingers where he covered the wound, and the color left his face. A second shot, this time from Josiah’s gun, nailed the guy in the forehead and took him out for good.

			Breathing in, forcing the adrenaline buzzing through him to slow, West eased his grip on his gun. The whole attack probably took less than two minutes, but it dragged in West’s head. He lived every second in slow motion. Always did.

			Suddenly he was facing down the barrel of a nasty assault weapon. An AK-103 or something similarly problematic in the hands of someone aiming it at his head. To add to the fun, this one had a grenade launcher attached to it. Which was just fucking fabulous.

			West’s gaze traveled over the shaking arms to the white-knuckle grip on the plastic. Then to her face. A brunette of the shockingly hot variety. Not that he cared about that on a job.

			He didn’t like shooting women, but he would. He had. An enemy was an enemy, and he waited to see if that’s the tack the victim-turned-potential-attacker took.

			“Two roads diverged.” She spit out the not-so-random sentence, and the dark energy spinning around the room eased.

			“Well, damn,” West whispered, stunned to hear the code from her.

			Josiah lowered his gun as he finished the agreed-upon signal. The one the doctor provided and insisted on, citing faulty short-term memory and a love or Robert Frost. “Sorry I could not travel both.”

			She blew out a long breath as the stiffness across her shoulders eased. “Thank God you’re here.”

			West tagged her as American but definitely not male, which made little sense under the circumstances. But she wasn’t firing at random, so he considered that a bit of good luck.

			Still, a potential novice with a weapon was an invitation to get his nuts blown off, and he sure as hell didn’t agree to that when he signed Alliance’s employment contract. “Ma’am, I need to you put that gun down.”

			She blinked a few times before her gaze went to her hands. It was as if she forgot she took it off the dead guy when he dropped it. “Why?”

			West chalked the confusion up to the chaos of the last few minutes. Still, shock and bullets rarely mixed well. “I don’t want to be shot.”

			Her chin came up as she nodded at him. “That makes two of us, so you lower your weapon first.”

			Okay, chaos or not, her attempt to order him around was pretty fucking hot. Kind of brave, too. “No.”

			Not dropping his guard, West took a second to study her. Long hair, half in and half out of a ponytail, huge whiskey brown eyes, and the sexiest pouty mouth he’d ever seen. He couldn’t make out her frame under the olive pants and oversized long-sleeve tee but he guessed curvy.

			Not just pretty but lose-the-ability-to-spell sexy. Of course that could be the gun. Something about a woman holding a weapon turned him on, sick twist that he was.

			“I’m not really giving you a choice,” he said, more to stall than anything else.

			Josiah moved in, step by small step, as if not to scare or rattle her. Pretty soon two trained men would almost be on top of her, and then it was just a matter of time until one of them wrestled the weapon away from her.

			And that’s how it would end because there was no way West was heading back home after this and listening to the shit he would get from Bravo if he let a hot brunette get the jump on him and take a shot. He had a badass shoot-anything reputation to uphold.

			“At this distance I can blow your balls off,” she said, looking ready to do just that.

			Then again . . . “Okay, that’s a solid argument.”

			That fast West held up his fist to stop Josiah’s attack. Thought he saw Delta leader’s lips twitch in a smile, too.

			Josiah circled wide around her and dropped next to the men bleeding on the floor. He grabbed paperwork out of their pockets and checked pulses. West decided to keep his eye on the woman with the gun instead of moving around.

			After a few minutes she lowered the weapon. Didn’t put it down or ease her grip, but it no longer aimed at his groin, and he was pretty damn grateful for that.

			“You’re American.” Josiah made the obvious call, which sounded ridiculous in his British accent.

			She frowned at him. Gave him one of those you’re-an-idiot expressions women did so well. “And you just killed a man.”

			West looked down. Saw the blood. “Yeah, but he attacked first. Well, maybe not technically.”

			“It’s his country.”

			True, so West didn’t debate the point. Also held off on the fifty or so questions bouncing around in his head about her and the urge to demand answers, including the identity of the guy he shot as well as the other guy on the floor. Not to mention the part where she looked to be a captive a second ago but seemed just fine now.

			He ignored those and zipped right to the heart of the mission. “Dr. Alex Palmer?”

			Some of the tension around her eyes disappeared and the barrel of her gun tipped until it aimed at the floor. “Sort of.”

			Now West knew they were in trouble. “What the hell is a ‘sort of’ doctor?”

			“Ma’am.” Josiah stood up again. “You knew the code but are now saying you’re not the doctor. You care to explain that?”

			She winced. “Sort of not the doctor.”

			Josiah took his place next to West. Tall with a could-kick-your-ass attitude, Josiah looked every inch in control. “Stop saying that.”

			“Yeah, wrong answer,” West said at the same time. When she just stood there, he tried again. “In case you’re not clear, this conversation is not going well for you.”

			Her gaze moved back and forth between the men. “Do you two practice that act? The rapid-fire question thing combined with the disapproving looks and the semithreatening comments?”

			Josiah exhaled as he hitched his thumb in West’s direction. “You have two seconds to say something that doesn’t make West, here, twitchy.”

			Her gaze switched back to West. “He doesn’t look like the nervous type.”

			Never mind that “he” was standing right there.

			Josiah snapped his fingers, probably to regain her attention, but the move earned him a glare instead. “You don’t look like a sixty-year-old male doctor from Seattle, so talk. Who are you and where is he?”

			“He’s on his way to Everest. He won’t be available until he reaches base camp, which is days away.”

			The shitty news just kept coming. West was ready for a little luck. “That’s just fucking fabulous.”

			She stood up straight enough for her back to snap. “I’m his daughter. That’s how I knew the signal.”

			Josiah didn’t move. “Uh-huh.”

			“My dad is Alex. I’m Alexis. You can call me Lexi.”

			West had studied the file. Knew all about Palmer and his kid and where she wasn’t supposed to be—here. West didn’t think he could hate this assignment more than he had, but right then it took another step into crapville. “You’re saying a lot of names but not explaining anything.”

			“Does it help that I can press one button and bring the Pakistani army running?” She picked up a small black box off the floor. It could have done anything, been anything. “As far as I’m concerned that means I’m in charge right now.”

			Josiah’s hands went to his hips. “Oh, really.”

			West understood Josiah’s reaction. She was dead wrong about her role in the power structure, but West admired spunk. “The dead guys on the floor suggest otherwise.”

			Her eyebrow lifted. “Don’t let the breasts fool you. I know how to use the gun I’m holding.”

			Well, damn. Now West had no idea where he should look.

			“Noted.” All of it. The breasts, the gun, the face. Pretty or not, smooth-talking or not, this woman was trouble. A warning sign flashed above her head, and he added a mental Stay away to keep from becoming the world’s biggest dick.

			But the ticking at the back of his neck warned of an impending screwing, and not the good kind. No, this land had fucked him over once before. He had a feeling he was headed straight for round two.
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			LEXI TRIED not to heave. The air jammed in her throat and her heartbeat hammered hard enough to rock her whole body. Not that she would let these two guys know it.

			She’d gotten the call out for help and shouldered some of the risk while using her dad’s connections. Just as he taught her. Also dropped his name in the right international circles to make sure the right people in power took the warning seriously. Gave the emergency signal and called in favors, all in his name because like it or not a man’s name got you further in these parts than a woman’s.

			Never mind that she ran the clinic right now while her dad acted as the medical representative for expeditions on Everest and Lhotse, two of the world’s highest mountain peaks. The clinic was his baby, but left alone, she dealt with the local political operation and waded through all the restrictions about things she had to do to blend in and be a part of a community.

			And as soon as she could reach him at base camp she’d fill him in.

			Thanks to her chronic insomnia, she’d noticed the late night convoys and watched as the trucks rolled into the base of the mountain. Saw the men unload what looked liked weapons. Town-destroying, war-starting weapons.

			In her place, she knew her dad would have made the call to report the odd shipments. He’d probably have tried to shuffle her out of the country first because he still saw her as a confused girl of fifteen instead of a twenty-six-year-old adult. She’d long ago decided to think of the overprotectiveness thing as charming rather than what it was—annoying. But there were days her tolerance ran low.

			The two guys in front of her? She hadn’t decided what they were yet. They worked for some agency. They weren’t aid workers or doctors. They were trained killers with guns, which didn’t matter. What they lacked in charm they made up for in firepower. And really, she needed lethal, not likable.

			She’d hoped for black ops experts and expected fighting machines. Seemed like her wish had been granted.

			As she looked now, she pinned them as the grown-up Boy Scout type and the hot could-lift-a-truck type. One of those sounded like he could be the right guy for this job.

			Since knowing their real names might be easier than her assigned nicknames, she tried that. “Who are you two? And by that I mean what do I call you?”

			Her gaze traveled between them but kept landing on the big one. Tall, well over six feet, with broad shoulders big enough for her to climb and sandy brown hair in a military cut. If there was an extra ounce of body fat on him, she couldn’t find it, and God knew she kept looking for it. No, those muscles bulged just fine through the thin fabric of his form-fitting athletic jacket.

			For women who liked their men brawny and quiet while wearing a fierce glare, he’d be a dream candidate. She generally went for the studious, researcher type who never stepped foot inside a gym. Still, there was something about this guy—his demeanor, the way he answered every verbal shot she threw out with either one of his own or a confused frown . . . the whole big and hot and protective thing—that had her staring.

			While the silence dragged on, the one who looked kind of proper and a bit more refined, though that could have been the British accent, studied the documents he’d picked off the dead guys. She ignored him and continued to analyze the man locked with her in a staring contest.

			No, there was nothing pretty about him. He possessed a rough-around-the-edges look and seemed unapologetic about it. He held that gun like . . . well, like he slept with the damn thing. Maybe that’s what drew her. If a battle came, he’d be a good guy to stand behind.

			Then a thought broke through the adrenaline rush of confusion and frustration. They hadn’t answered her simple question. She was about to pipe up and ask again when the dark-haired one spoke. Didn’t bother to lift his head. “I’m Josiah. He’s West.”

			She’d expected last names. First or not, these sounded fake. “Those are . . . unusual.”

			The corner of West’s mouth twitched. “You should be more interested in what we can do with a hand grenade.”

			Okay, she’d bite. Didn’t look like they were moving until these two said so anyway. “And the answer to that is?”

			“Anything.” He made the word last for what sounded like fifteen syllables.

			Yeah, he’d be a good shield. “That’s strangely comforting.”

			And if her instincts were right, they were going to need one. She’d been waiting for the CIA or SEALS to storm in. Maybe these guys were one of those. She still didn’t know but at least someone listened and sent reinforcements. It would suck if she’d gotten this whole convoy thing wrong.

			“Happy to help.” This time West smiled.

			At least she thought he did. It came and went so fast it could have been anything. Gas, boredom . . . an inner need to kill things. Maybe he remembered shooting the guard and that made him chuckle, who the hell knew.

			The next two seconds might give her an answer. She blinked, losing the staring contest, but only because her eyes started to water. “Then lower the gun.”

			Josiah glanced up and watched. She watched. Minutes of silence ticked by, then a few more. She couldn’t tell the exact number. Couldn’t look away from West’s intense green eyes either.

			For a big guy he could hold still. Not move or talk. The quiet made her head pound, and his ability to prolong the waiting without flinching made being patient that much harder.

			Just when she thought her insides might crawl out from the building tension, West nodded. The gun, at least the one in his hand, disappeared into the holster at his hip. Impressive that he listened but not a miracle. From this angle, about three feet away, she counted three other weapons on him. And those were the ones she could see.

			“You obeyed her order?” Josiah asked with more than a little awe in his voice.

			West shrugged. “Yes.”

			Since there was no need to tick these two off, she tried to tone the language down. “It was more of a request.”

			“Because she told you to?” Josiah’s blue eyes bulged. “Since when do you listen to unknowns?”

			“I’m an unknown?” That didn’t sound very promising.

			“For now,” West said.

			She had no idea what that meant or what question he was answering. “Okay, then.”

			The odd male interaction suggested she’d won the debate, but she doubted it. The big guy struck her as someone who didn’t do anything without having four backup plans ready. He could probably slice off her nose without moving his arms. She wasn’t in the mood to test him, so she handed him the gun she swiped off the floor during chaos while bullets had ricocheted around her.

			Good thing she wasn’t the pass out, throw up, or run away type. She’d grown up hearing about surgeries and seeing blood, then enjoyed a front-row seat to it all while in school. She remembered all those photos of climbers who came off the mountains with frostbitten limbs and devastating injuries. She’d seen split skin and cracked bones that would make most people lose a month full of lunches.

			Her father had an odd sense of what constituted appropriate vacation photos. As a young girl she used to heave as she flipped through those albums. Training and lots of heavy inhaling helped. Now she saw things that might take down even this big guy West. Though probably not. He didn’t look as if he’d fall all that easily.

			The one thing she’d learned while working in and around Skardu—don’t show fear. Deference and respect, yes. Defiance and ego, no. The people who lived there were decent and generous, but you did not mess with the military. The presence and power proved stifling.

			“I know the hostile who had you captive was part of a patrol. Can tell by the uniform and papers.” Josiah pointed to the body that was already on the floor when they stormed the building. “But who is this guy?”

			She’d asked the same question a few minutes earlier. “No idea.”

			West frowned at her. “Seriously?”

			“He came in and started shouting, then the guard burst through the back door and shot him.” She shook her head as she studied the carnage around her, blocking out the human toll and trying to concentrate on pure facts. “I couldn’t pick up the dialect or understand what he was saying.”

			“We need to move.”

			With comments like that, West looked smarter and smarter to her. Getting them to follow her might be trickier. “Agreed. Here’s the plan—”

			“Excuse me?”

			She ignored the Brit and the accent and the whole talking-down-to-her thing. She lived here. She knew the people and the danger. Maybe these two shot people for a living or wrestled lions or whatever—fine, she wouldn’t judge—but she followed the rules, and that included knowing where and when to go places. All their intel couldn’t give them a global look at the reality on the ground.

			There was only one way to get out of this without endangering her father’s work or risking her ability to stay in-country with him. “We’re going to finish ripping this place apart.”

			West moved his foot and something crunched under his heel. “That shouldn’t take much effort.”

			At least they were still listening. “Make it look like someone came in here searching for drugs and killed the guard and that guy, whoever he is.” She struggled to remember him from anywhere but nothing came to her.

			Josiah frowned at her. “We need—”

			“Don’t use anything that can be traced back to you, or your group, or even the United States, or Great Britain, though I’m unclear on how you fit in here.” She waved her hand at Josiah as she said the last part.

			“You’re not alone,” West said in a dry tone.

			She kept right on talking, somehow knowing if she stopped they’d jump in and she’d never get the floor back. “You need to wipe out any sign that I was here at the time. That might work since the clinic was supposed to be closed hours ago.”

			There. Now she’d finished, though the sudden silence following the reveal of her big plan did unnerve her.

			Josiah glanced at West. Neither man said anything as the quiet ticked on. When Josiah started talking, he hesitated over the words. “You’re a ‘sort of’ doctor? You sure you’re not CIA?”

			“Or a drill sergeant?” West asked.

			If they thought that was bossy now, they were going to love the next few minutes. She pointed at West. “You’re coming with me, getting me out of here in one piece.”

			That sexy lip twitch of his came back. “How did I get so lucky?”

			She didn’t see a reason to pretty it up. “You’re big.”

			“So I’ve heard.”

			Didn’t sound like she’d offended him . . . yet. “I figure if someone shoots at me they’re more likely to hit you. That makes you the most valuable man in my life at the moment.”

			That was the reason for finding him compelling. Some sort of anthropological trigger. Like a survival instinct. It had to be.

			She tried to put all the pieces together and make her reaction to him fit. The unwanted smack of interest. The whole couldn’t-stop-staring-at-him issue. It all boiled down to his size. Being big and loaded down with weapons, West would protect her. He’d been trained to do so.

			Even if the guy wore a bag over his head it wouldn’t matter. Getting her out was his job, and she had a feeling he excelled at the whole rescuing thing. No way would someone high up in the U.S. intelligence community send a novice in to get the intel she claimed to have, or they thought her father had. No one knew about her, apparently. Of course, that didn’t explain why the Brit tagged along.

			Josiah shook his head. “The idea of using West as a shield sounds pretty bloodthirsty for a doctor, sort of or not.”

			“Smart, though,” West said.

			She skipped over the doctor part and long-winded explanations about her dad being unavailable as he hiked to the base of Everest for fun. There would be time for twenty questions later . . . she hoped. “Besides that, I think I can probably outrun you.”

			This time West scoffed. A big hearty tone that sounded as if it rolled from deep in his chest. “You would lose that bet.”

			There it was. Self-confidence. A good thing to possess in this situation. West was definitely the right answer for her human shield.

			They could debate the details of her life and his running skills later. Right after the get-to-know-you talk, which she planned to avoid altogether. “Either way, we only have a few minutes.”

			“Because?” Josiah asked as he held up the edge of the worn curtain and checked outside.

			“These guys patrol in groups of two. The one you both took a shot at is the more agreeable of the two on the night watch.” The one not in the room was a complete ass who used intimidation to get whatever he wanted in town. “His partner will kill us without asking questions. Or arrest us, and here that’s much worse.”

			Josiah finished scanning the outside through the window and turned back to face them. “Good news is we neutralized the other guy.”

			West frowned. “We?”

			“Neutralized?” she asked at the same time.

			Josiah spared them both a glance before returning to informal guard duty. “As soon as this one doesn’t check in or the other one wakes up—”

			“Wait, you didn’t kill his partner?” Sweet damn. Now there was a mistake. She valued life and worked hard to save everyone that passed through the clinic, but this was not a place where you could silence a military officer and expect to live.

			“—we’ll have guards up our ass if we don’t get moving.”

			Josiah had a point there. Only a stupid person would argue when they should be running, and she was not stupid. “This time I’ll agree.”

			If West’s eyebrow lifted any farther it would hit his hairline. “You don’t get a choice. Besides, you have enough problems without causing more.”

			She stopped in mid-stride on the way to her overturned desk and shot West a glare. Caught him staring at her ass. “Meaning?”

			Josiah groaned. “Children—”

			“You shouldn’t be here. You have unverified identity, questionable intel, and bodies scattered across the floor.” West ticked off her alleged sins. “You could be friend or foe, and we won’t know until we interrogate you.”

			He used that word on purpose. To terrorize her. She’d bet on it. “I think I want the gun back.”

			“In that case I’m thinking I should frisk you for other weapons.” West managed to deliver the line without sounding threatening. Didn’t move a muscle either.

			But the more he morphed into superwarrior, the less compelling she found him . . . or that’s what she tried to tell herself. That should have been the case, but something about the tone, the command, worked for her. Damn him.

			Still, no way was she getting felt up in the middle of a crime scene. “Touch me and I bite off your hand.”

			After a second he nodded. “Fair enough.”

			When she blinked again Josiah stood between her and West. Probably a smart move.

			Josiah touched his watch as he talked with West. “You take Dr. Palmer—”

			“Ms.” No need to let that misconception linger on too long. This happened to be a touchy subject for her.

			“So, not just ‘sort of a doctor,’ you’re actually not a doctor at all. Looks like we found something else we need to talk about.” West’s dry tone didn’t exactly hide his frustration. He may as well have said, She’s working on my nerves, and been done with it.

			She wasn’t offended because that grumbly sensation deep in her belly hadn’t eased since she watched him fly across the room to nail the guard to the wall. “Fine, but I have a few questions for you as well.”

			Josiah talked right over both of them. “Lexi, take only what you absolutely need because the point is to make it look like a normal night.”

			Hearing her name with the accent threw her for a second but she quickly got back on track. “Right.”

			A mental list came together as she conducted a visual search of the room. She needed the usual, like her bag, but the jump drive mattered most. She didn’t need to hunt that down because she’d tucked it into her pocket when the bullets started flying.

			“I’ll stay behind and clean up the scene,” Josiah said. “We’ll rendezvous in fifteen at the planned spot.”

			That grabbed her attention as much as the touch of West’s hand on her elbow. She blocked the odd sensation spinning through her as her gaze bounced between the two men. “Which is where?”

			West shook his head. “You don’t need to know right now.”

			He didn’t pull or grab, but he brought her in closer to his side before she could put on the brakes or jerk away. She stared at his hands. Long fingers. Tan. Calluses. Workingman’s hands.

			“So that you’re clear.” She glared at his hand, trying to send a message. “I hate that in a guy.”

			“What?”

			“Bossiness.”

			West flashed her an actual smile. Not a half. Not a smirk. “Then the next few hours are really going to suck for you.”
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			GETTING LEXI out of the clinic took another three minutes. Minutes West wasn’t convinced they had, but she’d insisted on grabbing a few things. Since one item turned out to be a medical kit and the chance they’d need one of those grew with every passing second, he gave in without too much bitching.

			But then the talking started. Sure, she kept the unending stream of chatter to a whisper as they walked, but still. A man needed peace every now and then, and he craved silence more than most.

			Ducking behind trees and keeping her shielded half behind him, West guided her through the open area to a line of houses. Darkness had fallen and the cold wind turned frigid. She’d grabbed a jacket but her teeth still clicked together.

			The wicking material of his shirt helped, but the thin jacket could only block so much. Still, he’d dealt with freezing temperatures before. The bone-chilling cold this time came as much from memories of his last stay in the region as from reality.

			They slipped through a gate and into a rough courtyard. Two rows of guest houses faced each other. He knew from the operation briefing that the mountaineering crowd used these. The rooms looked as if they’d been patterned after inexpensive motel rooms in the U.S., rotating door then window then door again.

			Equipment balanced against the outer walls near the doors. Ice axes and trekking poles. Water bottles sat on plastic chairs scattered around the grassy area. Someone had set up a yellow dome tent in the center of the makeshift common yard.

			The place was small and practical, and not the set meeting place. He grunted as he nodded in the direction he wanted them to go. Straight through to the opposite end.

			“Where are we—”

			“Quiet.” He slipped his fingers through hers and gave them a gentle squeeze.

			Before she could complain or yell at him, he pulled her through the night. Stepped over discarded gear and across the uneven turf that served as the lawn as he picked up speed. Kept going until they reached the end of the row and turned right toward a separate building set back from the rest. The manager’s office for the guest houses. The meeting place sat behind the office.

			They’d slipped around the side of the office before she began to launch into a new conversation. “If you would listen to—”

			He pulled her to a stop and pressed her back against the far corner of the building away from the road into the property and just outside the bright circle of the security light. Even with limited illumination, this close he could stare into her eyes.

			Her chest rose and fell on hard breaths as her hands rested against his forearms. Soft breaths blew across his chin.

			Well, this position was a big fucking mistake.

			“What are you doing? Why are we stopping here?” The words sounded labored, as if she struggled to get them out.

			He didn’t want to scare her, but shaking some sense into her quickly moved up his To Do list. “I’m thinking you’re confused by the definition of the word quiet.”

			She thumped a fist against his chest. When he didn’t move, a certain wariness fell over her. Narrowed eyes and lips in a thin line. “Are you always this difficult?”

			“Yes.” Better that she knew now. The next few hours would be rough for her. He’d keep her safe but he couldn’t promise she’d enjoy how he made that happen.

			“At least you’re honest.”

			Jesus, that mouth. Always moving and so fucking hot. A sudden kick of need to taste her hit him out of nowhere. “Uh-huh.”

			He shook his head to knock the stupid thoughts out. The intelligent eyes. The sharp comebacks. The way she walked, slow and lingering, with her hips rocking a gentle sway from side to side.

			Not that he noticed.

			“Could you—”

			He put a finger over those lips. “Wait.”

			Even on the verge of losing his mind, he heard it. The rumble of male voices hit him first. Low but there. Then the footsteps, crunching against the stones and not bothering to hide the trail straight to them. As the sounds drew closer, West pressed her tighter against the building, covering her body with his and ignoring the heated friction as they rubbed against each other.

			“What are you doing now?”

			That fast he clamped his palm over her mouth. Her cheeks heated under his hand as she pushed against his chest. When he put his finger to his lips, she stilled. She morphed from pissed to something else. Her nails dug into his skin through two layers of clothing and her eyes widened as her gaze locked on his face.

			He mouthed, It’s okay, and she nodded. Dropping his hand, he reached for his gun. With his body still pressed into hers and one hand balancing on the wall next to her head, he waited. Listened. Prepared to shoot then grab her and run like hell. He’d carry her if he had to.

			Seconds ticked by. The voices grew louder and his finger inched closer to the trigger. Taking down two wouldn’t be a hardship. The numbers didn’t faze him. But handling hostiles while guarding Lexi from stray bullets was a bigger concern.

			He widened his stance, covering as much of her body as possible with his. He’d slide off her and . . . but then the voices faded. He strained to hear the conversation. To pick up snippets. The footsteps retreated and the wind covered every sound except her heavy breathing.

			When a tremor ran through her and into him, he glanced down. One of her hands rested on his belt and the other clenched his hand, an inch away from his gun. Both were a problem. One needed to stop right now . . . but for some reason he mentioned the other one. “Don’t touch my gun.”

			“What?”

			“A man’s weapon is sacred.” True, but his mind flicked away from the small armory he carried and back to her. A smart-ass comeback caught in his throat. Something about what he wanted to do to her once they were somewhere safe.

			“I’m not touching that comment.” Her hands dropped to her sides and her back stayed pressed deeper into the wall. “Just don’t shoot everyone who crosses our path.”

			“I can’t promise that.”

			She froze. “Try.”

			He shrugged even though the adrenaline pulsing through him called for him to do something else. “If they start it . . .”

			She treated him to one of those long and tortured sighs. “I know you’re big on death and all, but—”

			That shook him out of his poorly timed lust. “No, I’m not.”

			The sighing turned into a frown. “You’re also a bit of a pain in the ass about not letting me finish a sentence.”

			The woman had a point, but he refused to smile. Not while they were out in the open. He couldn’t afford to let her think the danger had passed. “Go ahead. Say whatever you want to say.”

			“You kill for a living.”

			He hit the brakes a second time. “I don’t.”

			“No?”

			An innocent sounding question but an insult nonetheless. He fought for a purpose. He had a debt to repay, and somehow he’d bank enough goodwill to extinguish it. “I’m not a fucking mercenary.”

			He expected her to back down. He barked, women cowered. The cycle rarely broke down on him. His size and tone combined and people made assumptions. He used them to his advantage.

			She eyed him up, letting her gaze wander over his body, over, around, and down. “You look like a former soldier.”

			He hated that description. “I’m a retired Marine.”

			“Aren’t we saying the same thing?”

			He bit back a string of profanity. “Not even close.”

			The whole checking-him-out thing continued for another few seconds before she folded her arms over her stomach and leaned into him. “I’m starting to think you like to argue.”

			Between the talking and the touching she had him spinning. “Not really.”

			“Was that supposed to be funny?”

			This woman was going to be the death of him. Rather than yell or order or knock her out and throw her over his shoulder—which was pretty damn tempting—he reached for the last bit of patience he could muster. “We need to get you to—”

			“I have a place.” She smiled at him. “Yeah, see? The interrupting thing is annoying, isn’t it?”

			No way was he answering that. “We have a set rendezvous site.”

			“You find it on a map, big guy?”

			He planted both hands against the wall and stared down at her. Maybe intimidation would work. God knew nothing else had with her. “Excuse me?”

			“Have you ever even been here? To Pakistan, let alone Skardu?” Instead of backing down she poked him in the chest. “Do you know anything about the people, the area? I happen to live here part of the year.”

			This is the kind of shit that happened when he got dragged into a conversation. But, big news, this was not a topic he planned to have with her now or ever. “Yes.”

			Her head snapped back and she swore when it smacked against the building. “What question are you answering?”

			Much more of this and she’d injure herself. He slid a hand under her head to keep that from happening. Soft hair fell over his fingers and he massaged the spot where she hit. “I’ve been here before.”

			“Don’t sigh at me.” Most of the heat had left her voice but the color in her cheeks brightened. “Wait, do you mean in Pakistan?”

			“Yes but also right here.”

			“Skardu?” She whispered the word.

			Yeah, that was enough of that. He slipped his hand out from behind her. “Can you move?”

			Anger flashed across her face again. “What kind of question is that?”

			She was so damned prickly. Talkative and sensitive and hot . . . Jesus. He exhaled, long and loud enough for her to know he was done with this. “A simple one.”

			He held out his hand, surprised when she threaded her fingers through his. Not that he intended to walk this way. They weren’t on a date. This was combat. But he needed her to follow his direction, and since telling her to do things didn’t work, he tried showing her.

			“What’s happening right now?” Her words stumbled but she didn’t shrink away from him.

			“Follow me.” He guided her hand to his back and hooked her fingers under his jacket on the top of his belt. “Preferably without all the whining.”

			“You’re wearing a vest?”

			He assumed she meant the Kevlar. “Of course.”

			“Should I have one?”

			He let the question sit there because she wouldn’t like the answer. Rather than batter him with a million more comments, she treated him to a few blissful minutes of quiet.

			Shortening his stride, he maneuvered them away from the building and through the overgrown yard separating the office from the shed on the other side of the fenced-in property. She stumbled into his back and he stopped until she regained her balance.

			He kept his hands free for his weapons and scanned the area as they moved. She walked so close to him, so tight against his back, she kicked the heel of his boot several times. Knowing she had to be scared, he ignored it. Pretended he didn’t feel it. Even the kick that had him wincing.

			The shed door opened without trouble. He’d conducted a quick surveillance. The lack of a lock made an out of the way property the place perfect for a rendezvous spot. He ushered her inside and sat her down on a stack of boxes. After a few seconds of hugging her bag to her chest she dropped it on the floor.

			The place reeked of fish, which explained the rod that poked into the side of his head. If there was a light, it was staying off. The only brightness came from the cracks in the wall where the security lights beamed in.

			She rubbed her hands together, blowing on them before tucking them under her armpits. “I should have picked Josiah. He’s smaller but seems nicer.”

			“Nice won’t keep you alive.”

			Some of the tension snapping between them decreased. West didn’t know if that was good or bad. With his luck, she’d fall asleep on him.

			“And you will?” she asked.

			Time for a little reassurance. Not his best skill.

			He lifted her chin until she stared up at him. “Yes, Lexi. I will.”

			And that was a fucking vow.

			She smiled then, a bit lopsided and not all that convincing, but at least she tried. “I like your confidence.”

			“Consider it a promise.”

			“But you don’t know what’s going to happen when the army finds the bodies or—”

			“You will stay alive.” He couldn’t let her mind wander to any other place. The could-be and what-if possibilities were pretty fucking awful. “I guarantee it.”

			“Oh.”

			He skimmed his thumb over her chin, then across her lips, watching her mouth drop open at

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	OEBPS/image/9780062330086_cover.jpg
BOO

Il\l I II\(: HARD

“Sexy, emotional, funny ...
Dimon gives it all
to her réaders!”
New York Times Bestseller
JILL SHALVIS

HELENKAY DIMON





OEBPS/image/38383.png
FALLING HARD

BAD BOYS UNDERCOVER

HELENKAY DIMON

®

AVONBOOKS
An Imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers





