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Ella

Following my father’s footsteps is all I’ve ever wanted to do, no matter how violent my life is as a nurse deep in the remote ends of the cartel territory. 

When Commander Zander Doven’s helicopter is shot down and I help the man back to health, the lines of duty are blurred. 

Zander

No one is waiting for me on the other side of the border, but this brunette who risks her neck to hide and save me makes me wonder if fate set us up to meet. 

Will she leave her villagers to run to safety with me, and give our love a chance? Or will I be forced to leave her behind?
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Zander

Dirt flew up with each burst of the bullet on the earth. In a fast line, the bullets chased me as I crouched behind the largest rock in the terrain. Pop after pop, the cartel members fired, seeking me out with a deep need to kill. If they captured me alive...

Fuck that. 

I wasn’t here to be caught and tormented. Torture would push me to the brink of death, but I’d never beg for mercy. That was the way of war, of fighting, but I refused to consider being captured my fate. 

Fate was a fickle thing that didn’t matter much in the military, anyway. Armed to the teeth and with fifteen years of training the Army, I called the shots about how my life would pan out. And I’d be damned if I let myself get caught to be tortured or held hostage, no matter the odds. 

“Move it, Zander.” 

I ground my molars at the impatient voice in my earpiece. No shit, Bryce. It’s not exactly a picnic out here. 

Our pilot didn’t need to tell me what to do or how imperative it was to haul ass and get out of this desert area. I saw the urgency of the situation with my own eyes. I felt the phantom kickback of my trigger when I’d fired the final shot to kill Martin, the cartel’s ringleader of this territory. 

As soon as I took that shot and eliminated him, I’d crossed out his name on the USA’s most-wanted list. The higher up on that record, the bigger the ripples and waves that would follow once the target was dead. 

I’d caused more than a ruckus in taking out Martin. I’d ensured mayhem, inciting this overwhelming swarm of cartel thugs trying to pay back and kill me before I could leave. They filed from cars and trucks that sped through the village. With guns and torches, they left a trail of no mercy. 

The mission was done. Martin was dead. I was the last soldier standing, and I had to bolt. Now. 

“I’m coming,” I replied through the comms piece, but I had to hide until I saw an opportunity for clearance. The sky was dark and clear, but even with the cloak of the night, I was too vulnerable and visible in this area with few options of shelter. 

“I don’t see you, Commander,” he retorted. The whirring of his chopper droned over his reply, but the thump thump of his aircraft could be heard without the tech wedged in my ear. He waited from the distance, near yet safe. We’d need to time this just right. 

“I’m coming,” I repeated tersely, on edge. 

Once more, I swept my gaze over the flat land, gauging which way I could run without giving away my location. This village was small and desolate, suggesting extreme poverty. The cartel forces were from the nearest city, though, and they had to be equipped with night-vision capabilities to follow me so accurately to my hiding spot here. 

Panting and trying to steady my breath, I rested my sore back against the large rock. As soon as I saw an opening, I had to run. I had to sprint for the location Bryce would lower to collect me. There were no other options. 

Every second that passed weighed on me. Suspense gathered and coiled, setting my adrenaline to flood my blood that much more. Tense and desperate, the race against time gnawed at me. 

I fisted and opened my hand, working through the ache of pain there. 

“Commander,” Bryce repeated. “We need to get the fuck outta here!” 

Closing my eyes briefly to the sting of sweat, I nodded. He couldn’t see the gesture, but I couldn’t speak around the ragged inhales I sucked in. Panic had no place in my mind or body. Not yet. Not now. This wasn’t my first brush with combat and a mission gone wrong, and it wouldn’t be my last. 

Give me a minute. I still had a chance to get out. I only needed a moment to think, to strategize. Stepping out from this shelter would be suicide, and with my eyes closed, I wracked my brain to recall the map of the area, where those fuckers would be hiding and firing from, which direction they’d give chase and— 

Shouts and exclamations of anger sounded from my left, and I wrenched my eyes open to track the disturbance. 

While the village was a bare-bones sort of community, innocents lived here. They’d continue on after I was gone, eking out a miserable life of no hope with the cartel’s control. I removed one key leader, but another would swoop in to replace Martin in no time. It was just the way this world worked. At times, it depressed me, this knowledge that evil and criminals would always spout back up in an endless cycle. Other times, like now, I had to compartmentalize it and stick to the mission. 

“He will die,” the woman shouted back to the thug who ordered her back from tending to the wounded local lying out on the main path. 

“Get back!” he shouted at her, aiming his rifle at her head as she tried to assist the injured villager to safety. Like so many others, he’d been caught in the line of fire. 

I tried not to dwell on these facts of combat and violence. No matter how carefully a mission could be planned or executed, the odds were always high that someone else would be hurt or killed. Accepting that reality wasn’t easy, and still, after a decade and a half in the military, I was challenged to harden my heart and look away. 

“I said get back!” he repeated, bringing his other hand up to hold the rifle steadier. 

The slender brunette didn’t flinch. She didn’t pause in lifting the man to hobble at her side. Despite the darkness of the night, all the details of her strength showed clearly. The muscles tensing in her toned legs as she strained to support the larger man’s limp weight. Her clear eyes narrowed with determination. And the indifference to blood streaking down his side and onto hers. 

Gutsy and game. She was stronger yet, not giving the cartel member a second of her concern. He aimed a gun at her, and still, she carried on with trying to help the wounded. 

Damn. 

I shook my head, awestruck by the sexy woman’s gumption. 

Living near violence lent people a certain grit, but this woman... She was something else. In the village, when I’d waited with my sniper’s scope to get Martin, I was distracted by her beauty and patience as she went through the village. For three days while I hid here, she’d captured my attention in the peripheral. And for three nights, she’d shown how dedicated she was to checking on her people. 

We’d crossed paths once, but it was a moment I would never forget, for as long as my life may be. 

What’s all this bullshit about fate? I growled, tearing my focus from her in the distance and dropping back into concentration. 

I’d seen plenty of women out on missions. In combat in the field and elsewhere where life should be peaceful. Serenity wasn’t a staple in my life, not even when I was home and off duty. There was always something bigger and bolder to be a part of, and usually, serving my country and fighting for my people would deliver on my intrinsic need to protect and defend. 

That woman, the slender nurse, she carried that same wisdom in her sharp eyes. This awareness that we were only two minor pawns in the world. Maybe that was why I’d noticed her so quickly.

Focus. 

I shook my head, tracking the sounds of the cartel men closing in on me. Now wasn’t the time to worry about that woman. I couldn’t afford to concern myself with the villagers trapped among this gunfire. I had to get out now, to survive and fight another day. 

“Commander, when the fuck—”

“Now,” I replied to Bryce as I pushed off the rocks and ran. 

Pumping my arms in sync with my sprint, I clutched my gun tight. I planned on the quarrel to my left to distract the men, and it worked—

For a total of ten seconds. 

As I sprinted toward the rendezvous point where Bryce would lower to pick me up, the enemy ran hot in pursuit. Gunfire streaked after me, but with less precision. Weaving around the rockier land over here, I used the boulders and shadows of the land to ease my escape. 

Shouts tracked after me. Orders to halt, threats of danger, and questions of
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