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      Hostage Negotiators can talk themselves out of anything—except falling in love.

      Top FBI negotiator Quentin Savage is hurled into his worst nightmare when a terrorist attack on a luxury hotel propels him from esteemed keynote speaker to powerless captive.

      Haley Cramer is a rich CEO and prides herself on her independence, but she is shaken to the core when gunmen attack a conference she is attending. She survives, but only because Quentin Savage pretends she’s his wife.

      Together Savage and Haley plot their escape from a ragtag army of brutal, but efficient, thugs, while struggling to figure out exactly who the enemy is. Why was the conference attacked, and why was Quentin a specific target?
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      Saturday August 8th. Nabat Island in the Flores Sea, Indonesia.

      Chief of the FBI’s Crisis Negotiation Unit, Quentin Savage, leaned against the bar near the exit, wondering how long before he could reasonably escape. Unfortunately, not only was he meeting an old Army friend for a quick drink but, having delivered the keynote speech at the closing banquet of this symposium, he was duty-bound to stick around for a while in case people had questions.

      People always had questions.

      They always wanted to talk to negotiators. They assumed negotiators possessed some secret spiel that enabled them to get their own way and influence others.

      It wasn’t true—if it were, he wouldn’t be here.

      It did take some special qualities to be a good negotiator. Patience was definitely a virtue, as was the ability to think on your feet and not get emotionally invested. And, sure, there were specific techniques to influencing the actions of others, but the single biggest factor to being a great negotiator was the ability to listen. To hear what people said, verbally and non-verbally.

      Being a negotiator was like being a therapist, except the other person was almost always in crisis by the time the Bureau arrived on the scene.

      Quentin glanced at his watch impatiently. He wanted to check on the latest updates regarding a female volcanologist who’d been abducted off a remote volcanic island in the Banda Sea a few days ago. He was so close to the location where she’d last been seen, he itched to fly out to examine the area for clues. But if this was a straight kidnap for ransom and the kidnappers heard about the FBI’s interest, they’d either jack up the price, or kill her to eliminate any larger potential problems.

      He pushed her out of his mind. He had to retain some professional detachment, else he’d compromise his ability to rescue anyone. Burnout wasn’t something he courted, even if he didn’t have much of a life outside the Bureau. Not anymore.

      He wasn’t exactly roughing it here in Indonesia. The hotel, a large old Dutch colonial that had been tastefully modernized, was pure colonial splendor, complete with that indolent atmosphere that catered to the supremely wealthy. But even in the cooler evening, with the trade winds blowing, the air conditioning units and ceiling fans struggled to keep up with a room this large and this full of people. Delegates lounged on rattan furniture, drinking and eating complimentary finger food served on silver trays by uniformed staff.

      Quentin made a face into the contents of his glass.

      The setup reminded him of when he’d been a waiter at a country club many years ago. He’d grown up in SoCal, one of five brothers, and they’d all pulled their weight to support their mom after their dad left them for a younger woman. Quentin found it hard not to notice the people who were supposed to disappear into the background, probably as he identified with them more than he identified with the rich elite, or with the politicians or powerful CEOs.

      He received a government paycheck and the sort of responsibility that would make most of them choke. He knew his own worth, and it wasn’t measured in dollars or cents. It was measured in the lives of the people he saved and the prison terms of the criminals who failed to beat the system.

      Quentin paid for two beers, adding a decent tip. He didn’t like crowds. Didn’t like taking time out of his busy schedule to give presentations, even though it might ultimately save lives. He really didn’t like being the center of attention.

      Unlike some people.

      Holy cow.

      An elegant blonde goddess came in from the gardens. The woman wore a gold dress with a plunging neckline and spiked heels that had her towering over the locals and most of the delegates. She made her way to a group near the bar, catching his gaze as she glanced around. He’d seen her a few times over the last two days, although he hadn’t been introduced. Pity. He was pretty sure she was staying in the room next to his.

      When she didn’t look away, he raised his beer in salute, and she raised her champagne flute in response.

      “That’s Haley Cramer, in case you didn’t know.”

      Quentin turned to the man who’d pushed into the space to his left. Quentin pointed to the pint on the bar. “You’re late. That’s for you.”

      “Cheers.” Chris Baylor, a friend from boot camp days and three years of back-to-back deployments, raised the glass to his lips and took a big swallow. He put the glass down and followed Quentin’s gaze across the room.

      Haley Cramer had turned her back on them both.

      So much for that. Not that anything would have happened between them, but he enjoyed looking at her. She was old-school Hollywood glamour in an age of Instagram selfies. Hotter than sin, and probably twice as much trouble.

      Chris handed Quentin a cigar. It was an old tradition for their now rare nights out. It was the only time Quentin ever smoked. Quentin put it in his pocket for later.

      Another man who seemed to know Chris joined them.

      “Quentin Savage, meet Grant Gunn. Grant was in the 10th Mountain Division in Shoh-I-Khot same time we were.”

      “Fun times,” Gunn joked, ordering himself a beer.

      The fierce battle in the eastern mountains of Afghanistan hadn’t been fun for anyone, but that’s how soldiers got through it. Humor. Brotherhood.

      Unable to stop himself, Quentin glanced toward the blonde again.

      “You never met Haley Cramer before?” Chris asked.

      Quentin shook his head.

      “Of ‘Cramer, Parker & Gray’? Alex Parker works with you Feds in Quantico. Rumor has it he was a spook.” Chris filled him in on the gossipy details.

      Quentin sipped his beer. He didn’t know Parker personally, but he knew him by reputation. Cramer, Parker & Gray was one of the top security firms in the US. Smaller than many of the others represented here, but with a stellar reputation. Top of the game in the cybersecurity and well regarded in close protection circles.

      “And, according to Chris, she’s as hot in the sack as she looks,” Gunn added with a sly grin.

      “I didn’t ask,” Quentin pointed out sharply.

      “But you wanted to know.” Gunn’s grin was full of assholery. “What red-blooded man wouldn’t?”

      What Quentin wanted was nobody’s business but his own. He turned to his friend. “You dated her?”

      Chris was no longer the skinny, raw recruit Quentin had known back in his Army days. Years of training and grueling, physical work meant the guy had filled out across the shoulders and chest. His cheeks were a little fuller than they had been, a little more florid.

      “I wouldn’t call it dating…” Gunn guffawed into his beer.

      Quentin frowned at the guy.

      “We saw each other for about a month, but it was never gonna last.” Chris wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

      “What happened?” Quentin asked, curious how the guy could have screwed up something so monumental.

      He cut Quentin a grin that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “You know me.” He shrugged. “I can’t resist a pretty face.”

      Which meant he’d cheated on her.

      “You’re even more of an idiot than I realized.”

      Chris drank his beer, not disagreeing. The military had turned an optimistic young man into a battled-hardened cynic, but boy scouts didn’t last long in a war zone.

      In those early Army days, they’d often exchanged bullshit stories about female conquests. Quentin wasn’t a dumb eighteen-year-old anymore. He was not interested in games or chasing women who needed to be chased. He’d finally come through the dark shadow brought on by the death of his beloved wife and stillborn child five years ago, but he never wanted to endure that kind of heartbreak again. He was living life, even dating occasionally, but…like any good hostage negotiator, he didn’t plan to get emotionally invested any time soon.

      Quentin eyed Haley Cramer with a touch of regret. No doubt he would have enjoyed getting to know her better, but not in front of this crowd. Too many egos. Too much testosterone. Too much rabid speculation and potential blowback for both of them.

      “She hates my guts, so I probably just ruined any chance you might have had with her. Sorry, buddy.” Chris changed the subject. “I enjoyed the speech, by the way. Impressive for a man who can barely read.”

      Quentin ignored the jibe. His dyslexia had always been the source of much amusement to his buddies, but he was used to it and never let their ribbing get to him. “How’s Nick?”

      Nicholas Karlovac had been another grunt in their squad, and the three of them had been best friends back in the old days. Nick and Chris had gone on to become elite soldiers who’d formed their own private security firm upon getting out.

      “He’s back home running the office.”

      “You ever get tired of being in the field?” Quentin asked Chris.

      Chris hunched his shoulders. “Someone’s gotta do it. Nick’s stuck with his wife and kids all needing a piece of him.”

      An attractive black woman with blue braids gave Quentin a grin across the room. Tricia Rooks. He’d sat beside her at breakfast yesterday. He smiled back.

      Gunn glanced her way and then raised his eyebrows suggestively. “Looks like Haley Cramer isn’t the only possibility in the room.”

      Quentin ignored the man.

      An older gentleman entered the room, and the atmosphere ramped up as a hundred pairs of eyeballs latched on to him. Chris’s hand tightened around his glass of beer. Haley Cramer’s head turned.

      Quentin hadn’t seen the newcomer at the conference, but he wasn’t here to brown-nose or grease palms. The stranger might also be an innocent hotel guest, but from the way the other delegates were sniffing the air like wolves scenting blood, Quentin didn’t think so.

      The new arrival was a short, heavy guy. Balding. Blue silk shirt with sweat darkening his pits. White linen pants. Two burly men rode his shoulder like mismatched pilot fish. Bodyguards. To bring bodyguards to a security conference suggested a special kind of paranoia. Or a wealth of bad experiences…

      The conference had been co-organized by the Indonesian government and was taking place on a small island in the Flores Sea. Most attendees had flown commercial to the small local airport and therefore weren’t armed. Not an easy sell for most of these guys, but they were only here for three days, and the meeting had provided security. That security had wound down as soon as the foreign minister had left following the banquet earlier that evening.

      Maybe that’s why this newcomer hadn’t appeared before now. Guns were banned, and his bodyguards were definitely packing.

      The man worked his way through the crowd until he reached Haley Cramer. He grabbed her by both arms and leaned towards her, leading with puckered lips. The woman turned her face sideways at the last moment and got a sloppy kiss on the cheek.

      Quentin glanced around the room and noticed the mood had soured. “Who’s the guy?”

      Chris scraped a tired hand over his square jaw. “Cecil Wenck. Tenth richest man in the world. Owns ARK Mining, the largest company in Southeast Asia and Oceania.”

      “Looks like Cramer is gonna screw us all, but only one guy in the room will get to fuck her tonight.” Gunn tipped his glass up and finished his beer.

      “You need to tone it down, pal,” Quentin instructed quietly.

      Gunn shot him a glare.

      “Cramer, Parker and Gray don’t have the personnel,” Chris muttered, ignoring Quentin.

      “You better hope they don’t have the numbers,” Gunn said cryptically.

      Quentin’s gaze was drawn back to the woman in the gold dress. Her blonde hair shone brighter than the gown, but it was her eyes that interested him. Intelligent and guarded, a keeper of secrets. She wasn’t a fool. She knew the dangers of being a woman in a man’s world but was here anyway.

      Good for her. He hoped it didn’t bite her in the ass. And now he needed to get that image out of his head with an ice-cold shower. Quentin slapped his old friend on the back. “I’m done.”

      “What?” Chris’s eyes widened. “I had plans to drag you into town to a local bar.”

      “Town” was twenty miles away along a dirt road.

      “I need a clear head in the morning.” He needed to work on the Alexanders’ case—a couple of seniors abducted off the South China Sea six months ago. And now this other young woman. He tried not to dwell on her fate. A lone female was prey to so many dangers. Had she been taken for ransom like the Alexanders? Or abducted for some deviant’s pleasure? Or to be sold into the sex trade? Or kidnapped by an extremist group who didn’t like strong, independent women?

      “Come on, buddy. How often do we get the chance to hang out?”

      Quentin refused to feel bad. He wasn’t that easily manipulated. “We’ll catch up next time you’re in D.C.”

      “I’ll come into town with you,” Gunn offered.

      And now Quentin definitely wasn’t going.

      Chris ignored Gunn. “You’re really skipping out on me?”

      “I have an early flight.” Kidnapped Americans were his priority. Trying to figure out how to get them released and how to stop them being taken in the first place.

      Chris stared at him, clearly surprised at his refusal. In fairness it was probably the first time in years that he’d turned the guy down. After Abbie died Quentin had been all over too many drinks during downtime. Maybe that’s why he no longer allowed himself too much time off.

      Chris nodded. “Okay. Fine. Let’s do that.”

      Quentin slapped his old friend on the shoulder and walked away, relief washing over him as he exited the crowded room. Half the people here wanted to make the world a better place—he counted himself in that group. The other half wanted ever-increasing amounts of power and money. They were the ones who viewed violence and unrest as opportunity. Those were the people he avoided whenever possible.

      He was grateful to live in a democracy where federal agents did their best to protect the vulnerable and uphold the Constitution. That was what bound him and his fellow agents together, the rule of law, the strict adherence to the rules. But outside of the States, it was a different matter. It was his job to negotiate with people who used others as commodities and bargaining chips, not caring about the human toll. Quentin wished he could track all the kidnappers down and help put them away for life, but the most he allowed himself to hope for was getting hostages home. Making them safe again.

      He’d definitely settle for that.

      He went to the hotel registration desk to pay his bill so he wouldn’t have to do it in the morning. When he looked back into the bar area, he saw the woman in gold, Haley Cramer, surrounded by powerful men all vying for her attention.

      Some sixth sense had her looking up at him at that exact same moment. A silent message passed between them. One as old as time, and one neither intended to act upon.

      Her expression grew almost sad.

      He turned away, unwilling to explore the puzzle of a beautiful woman who, even surrounded by admirers, appeared lonely. Maybe he was projecting. And maybe he was sick of being on his own. He should be used to it now. And, if he were honest, he was scared to rock the status quo, no matter how beautiful the temptation.
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      Haley watched the federal agent walk away, regret seeping through her that their paths hadn’t crossed. She’d listened to his talk from the shadows of the auditorium, enjoying the content but also the deliveryman. Quentin Savage’s dark eyes held a hypnotic quality, as did his sharp features and raven hair—hair worn slightly too long for a respectable federal agent. There was something compelling enough about him to keep pulling her gaze in his direction, but also strong enough to keep her feet firmly planted where she was.

      She liked to be in charge of relationships and had a feeling a man like that wouldn’t let her dictate terms.

      Of course, they didn’t need to have a relationship. But if she simply wanted a fuckbuddy there were a hundred guys here who could perform the act, men who didn’t intrigue her with their soulful good looks and tragic eyes. Men she could control. Men she would never care about on a deep, personal level. Men like Chris Baylor whom she’d dated for an entire month last year before she realized he was a liar and a cheat. Luckily, she hadn’t been hurt by that betrayal, but she’d been wrong to trust him and upset she’d been played.

      And here was Cecil Wenck, billionaire mining conglomerate owner, playing games with her probably because she was the only female owner of any of the private security firms represented at this symposium.

      She kept her smile in place even as Wenck’s hand brushed the side of her breast. She twisted to pick up her wine off the bar, breaking the unwanted contact. She raised her glass, and someone handed the man a beer so they could chink glasses.

      “A toast.” The Australian smiled jovially, but his eyes were as cold as the red snapper’s she’d eaten for lunch. “To the most beautiful security consultant in Indonesia, if not the whole bloody world.”

      She smiled, even though his words irritated her. Cramer, Parker & Gray might be a relatively small outfit, but they had an excellent reputation. The fact they were trying to expand into providing security for infrastructure, private firms, and government facilities was something she’d been pushing for years. Dermot and Alex had finally given in to her pressuring them, even though they were satisfied with their current niche.

      “You look like a million dollars tonight, love.”

      Haley’s smile barely concealed her annoyance. Men like Wenck were the reason Dermot and Alex hadn’t wanted to pursue this line of business. Between the billionaires, sheiks, and crooked politicians, the super-rich thought they owned the world and everything in it, including women.

      Especially women.

      The fact she liked to wear pretty clothes and high heels and makeup had nothing to do with her business acumen and everything to do with the fact she liked pretty clothes, high heels and makeup.

      The private military industry was an old boy’s network full of people who’d served together. She didn’t fit into this world, so she didn’t even try. Many of their connections were forged either on active duty or in seedy bars in war-torn locations around the world. Alex Parker was the only one of the partners who’d been in the military. Dermot didn’t know one end of a firearm from another. He was the world’s biggest dork, and a brilliant software engineer. She wanted them both to be wrong about expanding the company into this arena.

      Time to figure out what Wenck’s play was. “And here’s me thinking you didn’t like me,” she said sweetly, taking a sip of champagne. It was cold and tart on her tongue.

      “Nonsense. Of course, I like you,” Wenck assured her gruffly.

      “Then why is my firm the only company not to get a one-on-one meeting with you today?” It hadn’t taken long to figure it out. She wasn’t dumb.

      “I was saving the best ’til last, love.” Wenck winked and sidled a little closer. The bodyguards weren’t far behind, and the result was several men pressing too close to her side.

      She shifted away along the bar, hating that she was forced to retreat but not surprised. She was used to men trying to take more than she offered, which was why she generally went on the offensive.

      “I can meet you first thing in the morning to go over the quote we gave you,” she said.

      Wenck frowned, even as she smiled brightly at him. He was head of ARK Mining Corp., based in Darwin. Every private military company in existence wanted the contract that was coming up for renewal to provide security for his mines, industrial plants, and headquarters across Australia and Asia.

      Keeping Cramer, Parker & Gray thriving was important to her. Important enough to ignore the misogynistic comments and slights she received whenever she attended meetings in this male-dominated world. She didn’t care what they thought of her or what they said behind her back. She’d been fighting the patriarchy since she was a teen—fighting and winning. But she did care what they said about her firm.

      “I’m leaving at six AM.” Wenck pulled a “sorry” face.

      “We can meet for breakfast at five.”

      He laughed, his voice raucous and grating. “I’m not a morning person, love.” He checked his watch. “If you want to go over the contract now, I can accommodate you, but only because you’re a beautiful woman.”

      Her smile hid what she was really feeling. Even though her company was one of the premier firms, she only got to play on a distinctly unleveled field because of her face and figure?

      Somedays she thought she hated all men, and then she remembered Alex and Dermot and some of the operators who worked for them. She didn’t hate them all, just an awful lot of them.

      “Let’s go somewhere quieter to discuss this matter,” Haley suggested. The bar area was too noisy and crowded to talk the nitty gritty of a multi-million-dollar contract. Plus, she didn’t want the opposition to overhear and lowball her offer.

      Wenck nodded. “Sounds about right.”

      She followed Cecil out of the room, clutch bag under one arm, Wenck reaching back and grasping her other arm as if he were laying claim. Her high heels clicked, and she was aware of many narrowed eyes watching their progress. From the expressions on their faces, they seemed to have forgotten they’d all had meetings with Wenck today, the same way she was about to. Of course, they all thought she’d sleep with the guy to get him to sign a contract. The fact her company was every bit as good as theirs seemed lost on them. It was insulting, but she was used to that too.

      Hatred gleamed in Grant Gunn’s eyes as she passed him. Chris Baylor turned away with a sneer. What had she ever seen in the guy?

      Wenck led her toward the elevator, but she put on the brakes.

      “There’s a quiet room over there.” She pointed to a cozy space she’d discovered on her first day. Even though it was Indonesia, it had an open fireplace, though thankfully unlit. White walls and large leafy ferns created a calm, opulent space. Haley took out her phone to text Alex and Dermot that she was meeting with Wenck.

      “I don’t discuss business where someone might overhear, love. It’s not worth the risk. We’ll go up to my suite.”

      The man was probably paranoid. Considering his financial worth was the same as some third world countries, it wasn’t surprising. He was also notoriously difficult to get face time with. This might be the only opportunity she ever had for a face-to-face meeting.

      Haley debated for a moment about the sense of going alone to this man’s hotel room, but she never let being a woman hold her back from doing what men would. Her heels clicked loudly on the black and white tiles. Yes, she’d rather do this in a public space, but she also knew that he’d been meeting everyone in his suite all day. Still, there was a vibe in the air that made her uneasy. She tapped on her phone’s recording app and slid the device back in her clutch.

      Dermot and Alex constantly warned her to be careful, and she wasn’t stupid. Haley could handle herself and she doubted Wenck would physically attack her. Proposition her, sure. She could deal with being propositioned as long as he could deal with her saying “no.”

      And if he couldn’t?

      She balked but found herself shuffled into the elevator as the doors opened. She stood at the back, trying not to let her sudden unease show.

      They got out on the fourth floor. Her floor, not that she’d tell Wenck that.

      They entered his suite and one bodyguard swept the room for electronic listening devices, while the other one made sure nobody was hiding in the closet or under the bed.

      She watched them work. Professional and well-trained. Would they help her if the situation presented itself? Presumably not, although Wenck was considered stingy, so she might be able to buy their cooperation if push literally came to shove.

      It wouldn’t come to that.

      The room was all brocade-upholstered furniture against soft white walls. White net curtains billowed as the bodyguard opened the window onto the balcony.

      Haley took a seat on the sofa.

      “Drink?” Wenck walked to the old-fashioned drinks cabinet and picked up a bottle of single malt.

      “Sure. Scotch on the rocks.” She wasn’t planning on drinking it, but it made the man relax a little when she accepted the offer.

      He brought their drinks over and sat close enough that their knees brushed. The two bodyguards exited the room, which bothered her on several levels. They didn’t know if she was some would-be assassin ready to stick her stiletto heel through Cecil’s fat gullet. Also, why leave? They’d surely been present at all the afternoon meetings and knew private details of Cecil’s business.

      Her eyes narrowed.

      Wenck was staring at her expectantly.

      “Do you have a copy of my proposal on your laptop?” she asked, reminding him of the reason she was here. “Or should I email you one now, and we can go over it?” She put her drink down and went to pull out her cell phone.

      He stopped her when he ran a stubby finger down her bare arm. “You don’t really want to discuss business, do you?”

      “That’s why I’m here, Mr. Wenck.” She meant his suite, but it applied to Indonesia in general. Sure, it was a good symposium, but Wenck’s rumored attendance was the reason the event had sold out in record time.

      His beady brown eyes took her in, his gaze catching on the low “V” of her dress. Her breasts were completely covered. It was the skin between her breasts that was on show. It held his attention, nevertheless.

      She wasn’t ashamed of her body, but his gaze was tactile and made her skin crawl.

      “I don’t know if you had the opportunity to read the bid our company submitted…” She again tried to draw his attention back to business. “We can provide the same standard physical security measures all the other firms offer with the added bonus of customized alarm systems and cyber intrusion prevention and detection measures at a competitive rate. You won’t get our level of sophistication from any of the other firms.”

      “Huh?” His gaze sharpened and, for a brief moment, he looked more interested in her words than her bare skin.

      “Our competitive edge is our cyber capabilities, which compared to any of the…” She snapped her fingers to get his gaze off her chest and said with exasperation, “Mr. Wenck, I’m here to talk business.”

      He groaned. “I think I’ve had about as much business as I can stand for one day. I was hoping for something else from you. Something none of the other firms can offer.” He licked his lips and went to run a finger down her arm again, but she shifted away.

      “Surely a man like you must have hundreds of women who want to have sex with them?”

      His cheeks grew flushed. “Who said I wanted to have sex with you? Anyway, if you weren’t up for it, why wear the revealing dress and heels that show off your tits and arse?”

      His argument was all over the place.

      “Trust me,” she snorted. “I can tell when a person wants to have sex with me.” She tried not to sound irate. “How I dress bears no relation to how good my firm is.” She went to rise, but he grabbed her wrist.

      “What would it take?” He suddenly sounded a lot less friendly.

      “To what?” she asked.

      “You know what.” He shot a glance at her body.

      Her mouth opened a little in shock. And, yet, she wasn’t completely surprised. People had been trying to fuck her against her will since she was fourteen years old. She was now a smart, successful, independently wealthy woman and yet men struggled to deal with her as an equal.

      “Mr. Wenck.” She strove for patience, feeling like the only adult in the room. “I’m here to conduct a business meeting.” She carefully removed his fingers from the vise-like grip around her arm and stood. He grabbed a handful of her dress and jerked her back down again, the smile on his face a clear indication she wasn’t getting out of this that easily.

      Shit.

      “Everyone saw you flirting in the bar, love. Not one of them would believe I had to force you, and you know it.”

      The first hint of fear rippled over her nerves. Force her? The guy was seriously thinking about raping her?

      She weighed her options. Scream? It was unlikely anyone would come to her aid. There were only a few suites in this wing of the hotel, and she and Cecil occupied two of them. His bodyguards and PA might be in the neighboring ones. Plus, if she screamed, his bodyguards might intervene on her behalf, or they might hold her down while Wenck raped her. She wasn’t willing to take that chance.

      Violence? She could hit Wenck, but then she’d still have to get past the bodyguards. And if Wenck called the authorities and said she assaulted him, she might end up in an Indonesian jail while he flew safely back to Australia.

      No one would prosecute him.

      Men like Wenck were untouchable.

      No, she needed to use her guile to get out of this situation. Then she’d think about how to deal with the man later. She’d certainly never work for this disgusting piece of human garbage now that she’d met him.

      She let him kiss her for a moment as if his wet lips would somehow convince her to change her mind. She mentally rolled her eyes at the sloppy attempt, although it wasn’t his technique that was lacking. It was the fact he was attempting to stick his tongue down her throat when she’d told him she wasn’t interested.

      “Wait. Wait. Cecil.” She laughed as if excited and short of breath, then slid from beneath him. She fanned herself and got up to pace behind the couch. “Give me a moment to think about this.”

      He followed her to his feet. “What’s to think about? You’re a beautiful woman, and I’ve got a hunger that needs to be appeased. Then, if you’re any good, I’ll give you one of the biggest security contracts the world has ever seen.”

      Any good? She raised her brows. Like he wouldn’t blow like a rocket as soon as she touched his pathetic dick.

      “It’s not like you’re ever gonna win their respect down there anyway.” He pointed toward the bar.

      That was true, but she’d like to retain her self-respect and compete in the business based on merit. Old fashioned, but what the hell. “What about the relative caliber of the different firms and their bids?”

      “Oh, I know your firm’s got a good rep, but there are three firms who can do what I need them to do, for less money.” He leered. “Only one representative is wearing a dress I want to rip off her body before screwing her blind.”

      She gave a little laugh. Ha, fucking, ha. “Well, when you put it so romantically…”

      He hitched his belt as if to draw attention to the bulge at the front of his trousers. “I don’t do romance, love. I’m a former miner who got very lucky and was smart enough and ruthless enough to get what he wanted—which is more money than you can even imagine.” He looked at her like he was in charge of her decisions and this was a done deal. “That means I can buy anything I damn well please, including you.”

      Haley liked to imagine she could see the evil in Wenck’s smile, but he looked like any other man. That’s what made predators so dangerous and difficult to spot.

      “Right now…” Wenck began. “I want you to suck me off, and I’m willing to pay you millions of dollars to do it.”

      Haley already had millions of dollars and didn’t need a penny more. Even if she’d been homeless, she wouldn’t have touched this cockroach. Not for the first time, Haley wished she’d been born a man. Her life would have been so much simpler.

      She stepped up to him, staring down at his mouth like he didn’t turn her stomach. She ran her finger down his chest and stopped on his belt buckle, pressing hard enough to push him back a step. “Well, if you put it like that how can I resist? But I want that contract signed upfront as I’m not about to take your word for it.”

      His face transformed into arrogant conceit. “We’ll see.”

      She ignored the comment. “While you’re printing and signing the document, let’s at least pretend this is more than a monetary transaction.” She grabbed her clutch and headed to the bedroom, praying the suite had the same setup as hers. She looked inside. It did. She paused in the doorway and turned back to him. “Give me five minutes to make myself ready for you while you deal with that paperwork.” She gave a pointed look at his tented pants. “Then we’ll talk, big boy.”
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      Big boy.

      She gagged.

      Nothing like being treated as a whore to drag your ego into the gutter. She closed the door to the bedroom and waited a second to calm her racing heart.

      What a slime ball.

      She strode to the balcony and slipped through the French doors, closing them quietly behind her and hoping Cecil didn’t come out here via the living room. A warm breeze blew over her clammy skin, cooling the perspiration that had formed on her nape and her brow.

      She stared out at the darkness. The sounds of the jungle were all around. How had it come to this?

      Years ago, while teaching her self-defense, Alex had tried to instill in her that avoiding confrontation was far more important than winning a fight. It had taken her a long time to internalize the message, but she understood it now.

      She pulled off her heels, tossed them and her clutch onto the stone balcony of the adjacent suite some four feet to her left.

      No Jimmy Choo got left behind.

      She hiked her skirt all the way up to her waist and grabbed onto the vine creeping up the side of the building to have an anchor as she stood. It wasn’t that far of a jump, but it was high enough to make her stomach pitch. And she had to be quiet, because for all she knew, Wenck had rented this next-door suite for his staff. She heard movement in the bedroom behind her—that Wenck was premature was not a surprise.

      She leaped the gap and grabbed the banister, her breath leaving her lungs in a whoosh as rough stone grazed her fingers. She gripped tight as she found her balance, then swung her leg over the railing as Cecil started calling her name. The balcony doors to this room were open, so she snatched up her belongings and ducked inside, remaining hidden behind the flimsy drapes. She froze when she heard Cecil come out onto his balcony looking for her.

      “Where are you, you conniving, bloody bitch?”

      She held her breath, sensing his presence even when he stopped cursing her out. His anger was palpable—a man not used to being thwarted. Her heart hammered in reaction to everything that had happened. As soon as he was gone, she’d jump to her balcony, one room over, and lock the doors until morning.

      Strong arms wrapped around her, trapping her arms at her waist and covering her mouth, pinning her against an unyielding, male body.

      Panic seized her heart. Oh, god, no. She knew what happened next. She wasn’t sure she could stand it.

      She began to struggle, but she didn’t even begin to break free of the man’s iron grip. She kicked out behind her, but her bare feet made little impact.

      A voice whispered softly against her ear, “Quiet, or he’ll realize you’re in here.”

      She stiffened, then sagged in relief. She recognized the voice of the tall, dark-haired federal agent who’d given the keynote lecture, the same guy she’d seen in the bar earlier. Quentin Savage.

      Those strong arms of his released her, and she reached out for the wall to steady herself.

      Savage was staring at her with those intense, dark eyes she’d noticed in the bar. His features were too sharp for him to be called pretty, but he was utterly compelling and fiercely attractive. He gave her a slight smile of calm reassurance before sauntering outside onto the balcony and casually lighting a cigar.

      How had he figured out what was going on so quickly? Was he spying on the billionaire in the next room? Or was it the logical conclusion from the fact she’d obviously escaped Wenck’s clutches via the freaking balcony?

      Sweet aromatic smoke drifted toward where she remained immobile next to the wall, trembling. Adrenaline probably. Not fear—not anymore. Somehow being in the FBI agent’s company made the fear evaporate.

      “Is there a problem?” Savage asked Wenck in an unruffled voice. His tone held a different kind of arrogance to the scumbag Australian, one drawn from lawful authority rather than greed and power.

      “Yeah right, mate,” Wenck replied in irritation. “Just taking in the view. How ya going?”

      Haley wondered if Savage could hear the underlying anger and suspicion in Wenck’s words.

      Duh, he was a hostage negotiator. Of course, he could hear it. Words were his bread and butter, his currency.

      Haley looked around. A single bedside lamp lit Savage’s room and showed her the massive four poster bed—similar to the one she’d been sleeping in—surrounded by mosquito netting. The furniture and layout were similar to that of her room, but Savage didn’t have a sitting room. There was a gorgeous antique chaise and a giant sweeping fan that stirred the air like a lazy hand trailing through water.

      His carryon luggage was open on a chair beside the bed. It looked like he was packing to leave, even though the conference wasn’t officially over until tomorrow at noon.

      She heard a door bang as someone entered her suite on the other side of the wall, and her bottom jaw dropped. Son of a bitch! Wenck must have bribed one of the hotel staff for a key or used a social pretext to get inside her room.

      Fury washed over her. That they thought she was some sort of object to be taken and possessed. A thing to be used by men who figured they were powerful enough to do whatever they wanted without consequence.

      It wasn’t the first time. Old shame reared up inside her in a rush.

      After a minute or so, the door to her room slammed shut. Haley tensed. Would they break in here too? She edged behind the velvet drapes in case the baboons were foolish enough to trespass on an FBI agent’s domain—the way she had.

      Savage spent a full ten minutes out there, unhurriedly smoking that expensive cigar and chatting to Cecil Wenck, never hinting he knew a woman had run away from the man only moments before.

      Haley retrieved her cell from her clutch and turned off the recording app. Had it captured his threats? Would the words without the actions be enough to convince people she’d been in real danger? She wasn’t sure. She needed to listen and think. To figure out how to handle the traumatic incident. She texted Alex and Dermott that the meeting had been a bust. She didn’t want them to worry.

      Savage’s tone never changed as he made small talk that drew information out of the rat bastard like toothpaste from a tube. Wenck was married with a young daughter. Savage said he didn’t blame the man for not bringing them to this country, even though it was relatively safe at the moment. Religious extremists, small pockets of revolutionaries, corrupt officials, pirates were always active. The Fed made it sound like a hot bed of terrorist activity, which, considering they were staying in the height of colonial luxury, seemed a stretch.

      “Want to join me for a nightcap?” Savage asked, finally stubbing out the cigar into a handy plant pot.

      “Nah, mate. I appreciate the offer though.” Wenck sounded genuinely regretful. Savage had charmed the beast. “Think I’m gonna turn in. Call the missus.”

      “Sounds like a great idea. Goodnight, Cecil.”

      “G’night, Quentin. Good talking to ya.”

      The Fed came inside and locked the balcony doors behind him.

      His eyes glittered when she stepped out from behind the curtain. She opened her mouth to say something, but he stopped her by placing a finger on her lips. The move felt shockingly intimate. He smelled like tobacco and tropical paradise.

      “Keep it to a low whisper, Ms. Cramer,” he murmured. “The walls are thin, and my badge carries no legal authority here.”

      He stepped back.

      She shivered and rubbed her hands up and down her bare arms, which were now covered in goosebumps. “Thanks for helping me,” she whispered. “I’m so sorry this happened. If you give me a few minutes, I’ll head back to my room.” She pointed at the wall behind the enormous bed.

      “That wouldn’t be smart.” He didn’t try to stop her though. He headed to the bathroom, and she heard him wash his hands and brush his teeth.

      He came back into the room and flicked on the TV, leaving the volume low enough to provide soft background noise. He poured two glasses of scotch and carried one over to where she stood like a mannequin against the wall. He held out the glass.

      She took it, their fingers brushing but both pretending there hadn’t been that little shock of electrical activity that woke up all the dormant nerves in her body.

      “I really am sorry.” She sipped the amber liquid, grateful for the warmth that flooded her mouth and spread down her throat as she swallowed.

      “Did he hurt you? Do you want to press charges?” His dark eyes burned.

      She heaved out a sigh and finally moved away from the window. She sat on the edge of Savage’s chaise. “He invited me to his room to discuss business and then made it quite clear I wasn’t leaving until I fulfilled a few sexual services, after which my company would win the contract up for tender, and we’d all be happy.” She grimaced, and nausea burrowed deeper into her stomach.

      “Did he touch you?” Savage’s eyes were obsidian, gaze like a razor blade.

      “When reason failed, I let him kiss me to give him the impression I agreed to his proposition.” Did that mean it was her fault for leading him on? It had been a survival mechanism, pure and simple.

      Wenck had scared her, more than she wanted to admit. She sucked in her bottom lip. She’d been a fool to trust the man. “I’m sure you think I had it coming to me for being so naive as to go to his room alone.” It was hard to contain the resentment that spilled over, or the past that had shaped her.

      Savage sat heavily beside her on the chaise. “Because you’re a beautiful woman who wears heels and lipstick in a way that makes men fantasize about sex?” He gave a short huff of a laughter. “Pretty sure that isn’t illegal.” His voice firmed, even though he spoke barely above a whisper. “Attacking and trying to force someone to have sex with them is a crime. You are an American citizen, and I’m a federal agent. Do you want me to initiate a report and investigation?”

      Lamp light struck that angular face of his, emphasizing the perfect bone structure. A heavy five o’clock shadow formed on his jaw, suggesting he probably needed to shave daily. The dark brows and sharp slice of a nose spoke of natural authority. Soft lips hinted at something more sensual.

      She blinked, trying to concentrate on what he’d said. It was difficult. Her thoughts were jumbled. The fright Wenck had given her had her second guessing all her actions, which in turn made her angry.

      Did she want to report Cecil Wenck to law enforcement? Sure she did. Did she want to go through hell and get her company blackballed? Hell, no. “Aside from some ugly threats and that disgusting kiss, nothing much happened.”

      “Enough to have you leaping across a balcony thirty feet up.” Savage sipped his drink casually, although the energy he gave off was anything but relaxed.

      “I’d rather not go through the wringer of making an official complaint.” She had the audio recording to use as a safeguard should Wenck decide to try and smear her name. But what if he did this to someone else, and she didn’t try to bring him to justice?

      She bit her lip. She didn’t know what to do.

      “I understand. The process isn’t easy⁠—”

      A bitter laugh escaped her lips.

      Those eyes assessed her critically. “He wasn’t pleased you got away from him and even though I de-escalated some of the anger, I suspect he’s a man who doesn’t like to be bested.” Savage glanced down at his drink and then back up. “You can stay in here tonight with me. You have my word you’ll be safe from any sexual advances. I highly recommend you leave with me on the first flight to Jakarta in the morning. How long will it take you to pack?”

      Haley’s head spun at the ramifications of what he was saying to her. She still wasn’t safe…

      She didn’t want to stay here with Savage like a fugitive, but she wasn’t dumb enough to head back to her room alone either—not if Savage thought it would be a foolish idea. The idea of running away pissed her off, but she wasn’t on home ground and had no idea how much pressure Wenck could exert on local authorities. Accepting help and leaving with a federal agent seemed like a smart idea.

      “I don’t need long, just a few minutes to throw everything into my case.” She looked down at her pretty dress. It was one of her favorites, but she’d never wear it again without thinking of Cecil Wenck and his repulsive proposition. She’d leave it behind and hope someone here got some use out of it. “I need to change.”

      Savage’s brows pinched together as he stared her up and down. “I can lend you some running shorts and a t-shirt to sleep in. In the morning, we can go quietly grab your belongings and come back here to get ready.”

      “There are thousands of women who might enjoy what he had to offer,” she said. “Why chase one who isn’t interested?”

      One side of Savage’s mouth twisted in a smile that held no humor. “We both know it wasn’t sex he was hungry for. It was power and domination. The thought of keeping you fearful and off-balance every time he saw you in a business meeting. Of repeatedly assaulting you. Of letting all the other guys in your sphere know that he was fucking you as if that would somehow make him more of a man.”

      Haley’s stomach cramped, and she thought she might throw up. Cecil Wenck would have gotten her firm on the hook with a contract and then attacked her every chance he got. That’s what he’d imagined, anyway.

      “We will not be taking that contract,” she said firmly.

      Savage looked unconvinced.

      “We don’t need it.”

      “But you wouldn’t mind shoving it down the throats of all your competitors?”

      The imagery conjured by those words had her shooting to her feet and dashing to the bathroom. Thankfully, she made it to the toilet before she threw up. Despite all the years of fighting for her place in this world, there were still people, lots of people, who thought she was nothing more than a walking sex toy designed for their pleasure. And that hurt. That really hurt.

      She sat on the bathroom floor, holding her hair back with one hand, waiting for her stomach to settle.

      Savage gave her privacy.

      Thank god.

      All these years, and she was back to this. It made her so mad, so angry. She spent a lot of time proving she was as capable and effective as any guy in this business. Proving she was an equal. Here she was running away and, worse, accepting help from the first man to cross her path. Fed—she corrected quickly. She was accepting Savage’s help because of his position, not because he was a guy. It was his badge and his professionalism that were the draw, regardless of his gender. Feds were supposed to help. Supposed to protect.

      She wiped her mouth and stood up to wash her hands. Her face was stark white except for her blood red lips. Her skin clammy. She used a tissue and some hotel soap to wash most of the makeup off her face, but she couldn’t get it all. She eyed the gold dress and was suddenly overcome with hatred for the vibrant material, the plunging neckline, thigh high slit and everything it represented.

      She needed to scrub away the feel of Cecil’s eyes and hands along with the humiliation of what she’d gone through. She wished she could go smack Wenck on the nose, but that would be foolhardy under the circumstances.

      She closed the bathroom door and eased down the zipper on her dress, stripping her underwear at the same time and tossing it in the corner of the room. She climbed into the shower, letting hot water wash away the shame and agitation of the ugly encounter.

      Savage would understand. She knew that without asking.

      Maybe she should be worried about the guy coming in here and helping himself, but she knew he wouldn’t. Did that make her foolish to possess such blind faith in another stranger? Or did it mean she wasn’t as jaded as she sometimes feared?

      She found a bar of soap and lathered her skin, used the hotel shampoo and conditioner on her hair until her scalp tingled. The words of that old song came back to her as she tried to remove even the memory of the man. “I’m gonna wash that man right outta my hair.”

      She sucked in several deep, calming breaths so she didn’t laugh hysterically. She didn’t dare make a noise in case Wenck heard her and broke into Savage’s room. Then someone was going to get hurt and, no matter who it was, she didn’t want to be responsible. And maybe she would report the asshole once she got safely back to the States, but the idea of facing those people downstairs again if she did… Of admitting she’d bitten off more than she could chew and that Wenck had attacked her rather than treat her as an equal… She didn’t think she could handle that. Her pride wouldn’t allow it—except, there were more important things than pride at stake.

      Anger had her jaw clenching. She’d like to kick Cecil Wenck from one side of this island to the other. Reveal to his wife that her husband was a pig. But what she really craved was to forget what had happened or, better yet, take back control. Regain autonomy of her mind and body. Make her own choices. Follow her own desires.

      Thoughts of the attractive federal agent in the next room made her skin flush and her pulse begin to throb. Her nipples hardened, and she cupped her own breast and imagined him doing the same.

      It was an erotic fantasy, but one that could be a reality if she had the nerve to go after what she wanted. They were both leaving in the morning. She never had to see him again.

      No one had ever said she lacked nerve, but if he wasn’t interested…well, it would be an uncomfortable night for both of them, but it was a choice he’d get to make.
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      Quentin went over to his luggage and dragged out his running gear and gave it the sniff test. He’d worn it briefly, but his workout had ended before he’d even broken sweat when he’d received news of Darby O’Roarke, the volcanologist’s abduction. He hadn’t planned on sharing his clothes, but he didn’t have a lot of options. Haley Cramer had even less.

      If she was too prissy to wear his workout gear when her personal safety was on the line, then he couldn’t help her.

      He heard Haley climb into the shower and sighed deeply, dropping his shoulders, wondering how he’d got himself into this situation. He didn’t mind providing assistance, not at all, but he was pissed with not being able to do anything except apply a temporary Band-Aid.

      He understood where she was coming from regarding pressing charges, especially as she seemed to have avoided the worst. That Wenck had been intent on pressuring her into sexual intercourse was appalling. The guy obviously got off on power. And it probably wasn’t the first time he’d done something like this. Quentin would do some digging of his own when he got back to Quantico. Men like Wenck tended to exhibit a pattern of behavior that left a trail of victims in their wake.

      He went over to the bathroom door, knocked, then opened the door an inch without looking inside. He hooked the clothes on the inner doorknob before closing it again.

      It was possible Haley Cramer was playing him. She could have jumped the balcony and intentionally found him, a senior FBI agent, to act as a witness, crying sexual assault in order to blackmail the billionaire into either damages or signing what was presumably an extremely lucrative business deal.

      However, false claims of sexual assault were exceedingly rare. And Quentin didn’t think Haley had known who he was when he’d grabbed her to prevent her from crying out in fright. She’d seemed genuine when she said she was no longer interested in working for Wenck and didn’t want to press any charges. Also, why had someone gone into her room searching for her? Unless she’d stolen something…

      Her glittery purse sat on the table beside the unconsumed whiskey. Plain sight? Ish. He opened her purse and found a cell phone, a key card to her room, and a tube of scarlet lipstick. He examined the tube to make sure it was just a lipstick and not some fancy listening device or computer gizmo. As far as he could tell, it was just lipstick.

      He felt like a bit of an ass for going through her stuff. He checked her wallet but found nothing out of the ordinary except a black American Express card that he’d assumed was a myth. It had her name on the front. Shit. He closed the purse and repositioned it back on the table.

      It was better to be thorough than to look like a damned fool, so he emailed his secretary with a request for background information on Haley Cramer. Then he eyed the chaise-lounge. He wasn’t looking forward to trying to contort himself on that thing all night, but he’d been raised with manners and would never allow a woman to take the couch. It wasn’t even ten PM yet, but he had an early flight tomorrow morning, and if she had any sense of self-preservation, Haley Cramer would be joining him on it.

      He quickly stripped to his boxers. Everything he’d brought with him, except his wash bag, was ready to zip up and head out the door. He set his alarm, grabbed a throw to nail home the point that he wasn’t moving from the chaise, laid down with his eyes closed to at least attempt to get some sleep.

      After five minutes or so, the bathroom door opened. Haley Cramer stood outlined by the light behind her, wearing a towel wrapped around her body, wet hair brushing bare shoulders.

      “I hung shorts and a t-shirt on the doorknob for you to sleep in. You can take the bed. We have to be up early, so goodnight.” He closed his eyes again, determined not to think about her naked under that towel. He wasn’t going to get all worked up about sharing a room with a beautiful woman. She wasn’t his type at all—except in appearance. He liked a simple life and uncomplicated women. Haley Cramer was not an uncomplicated woman. She was unstable dynamite left too close to a flame. She was the labyrinth beneath the pharaoh’s tomb.

      Soft footsteps came closer. If he was an asshole, he’d be hoping for sex, but he wasn’t an asshole. Nope, he was a damn saint.

      A light whisper floated on the quiet night air. “I don’t mind sharing. The bed, that is.”

      He opened his eyes. He wasn’t an asshole but apparently, he wasn’t dead either.

      “Although I generally sleep naked, which might bother you.” She undid the towel and let it fall to the floor. The light from the bathroom backlit her body, showcasing a silhouette of an hourglass figure. “And so there is no misunderstanding…this is an invitation for you to join me in bed. Naked. With sex on the menu if you’re interested.”

      His mouth went dry. Every excuse he might have made evaporated on his tongue as blood seared through his veins, heading straight to his groin. He tossed aside the throw and sat up, swinging his legs around, finding her navel in line with his mouth. She stepped between his knees and he closed them tight, trapping her in place, taking a breath and struggling to think. There was probably a good reason not to do this, but for the life of him he couldn’t remember what that might be. Her skin smelled like the hotel soap, but he could also scent her arousal, and it made him hard as steel.

      He spread his fingers over the curve of each hip. Her skin was like velvet, but softer. Her curves tempted him, but he somehow managed to hold back. Not that he wanted to hold back, but… “You suffered an upsetting experience. You’re not thinking straight.”

      She smiled and licked her bottom lip. “Oh, I know what I want. I’ve wanted you since the moment you stepped up on that podium today.”

      “Not the usual response I get from my audience.” His voice cracked. Way to play it cool, jackass.

      “How do you know? Are you a mind reader as well as a negotiator?” She tried to raise her leg to straddle him, but he didn’t let her. If he did, all talking would end.

      “No, ma’am. But I need you to be sure and not do something you might regret.”

      “I’m quite sure, Special Agent Savage.”

      He didn’t correct her about his title. He wasn’t that stupid. He cleared his throat. What if she was still upset? What if she mistakenly thought she owed him in some way for offering her shelter? “But⁠—”

      “Quentin.” She sounded exasperated. “I’m positive. If you want to, that is. Otherwise, I’ll sleep on the chaise. Alone.” She sounded less certain now. “And never bother you again, I promise. No hard feelings.”

      No hard feelings
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