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      A GHOST operative who loves the thrill.

      A doctor who will do anything for her brother.

      And the danger and passion that ignites their spark.

      

      Dr. Isabella Martinez will do anything to help others. Walking away from her brother, who dabbles on the wrong side of the law, was one of the hardest things she's ever done. But after her brother disappears, Isabella must enlist the help of the sexy stranger she meets at a wedding to locate him before it's too late.

      GHOST operative Josh Masters loves his life and the excitement of his job. Taking down criminals one by one is a thrill of a lifetime. But when he meets the gorgeous and fun doctor, he's looking for more than just a thrill. Helping Isabella find her brother is only the start. After all, he'll do anything to DEFEND ISABELLA.  

      

      ***

      Let’s stay in contact, join my newsletter so I can let you know about new releases, sales, promotions and more. https://www.subscribepage.com/pjfialafm
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      Isabella straightened the bright green tablecloth on one of the forty tables in the enormous backyard of her family's home. She turned at the sound of a large vehicle as it rolled down the driveway.

      A bus which, upon closer inspection, was the same bus her brother Eric had left on last night for his bachelor party, pulled close to the house, and her stomach turned over. This was not good. He should have been home hours ago.

      Emiliana, Isabella’s younger sister, walked to Isabella’s side.

      “This is trouble, Isi.”

      “I was just thinking the same thing. Where is Mamá?”

      Both sisters turned toward the back doors perched atop a palatial stone patio to see their mother as she stepped out of the house and onto the patio. The worry that marred Bianca’s beautiful face confirmed their suspicions; mamá expected trouble too.

      The door to the bus opened and out stepped a group of men, most of them wobbling on their feet, with silly grins on their faces and their clothing in varying degrees of disarray.

      Finally, after several unknown men had stepped off the bus, a tall, broad-shouldered man exited the bus half carrying Eric.

      The back door of the Martinez’s family home opened and then slammed shut. Isabella’s shoulders rose to her ears as she feared the glass on the custom oak door would shatter at the impact.

      Eric’s future bride...nope, Eric’s very angry bride, Cecily Diaz, was not yet in her wedding dress but wearing a white, silken robe; her shiny, dark hair was perfectly coifed for her wedding ceremony, without the veil, her makeup impeccable, her tawny-colored legs peeking from the slit in the robe approached Eric.

      With each long stride she took toward her future husband--if he lived that long--she marched toward the group of men.

      If the situation weren't so serious, her white tennis shoes would have looked almost comical under the silk of her robe. “There she is boys...” Eric slurred. “My beautiful bride,” he managed to get out before Cecily let him have it.

      Her fists were balled tightly at her sides and Isabella worried that she’d be patching up her brother before he made it to the altar today.

      “You must have a death wish Eric Martinez.” Cecily kept her voice low, but her ire lent steel to her words. “How dare you, on this day, our wedding day, disgrace me and my family, as well as your own, by staying out all night, drinking and doing Lord knows what else, only to show up for the ceremony four hours beforehand drunk out of your mind.”

      Isabella walked forward, her sister Emiliana close behind her. “Cecily, let me take him in and get him cleaned up. It’ll be all right.”

      “It won’t be all right. Not now. He’s ruined my perfect day. The day I’ve planned my ass off for. My parents, your parents, everyone has been working on this wedding for a year.” Cecily skewered Eric with a glare. “A fucking year!”

      Isabella turned to her sister. “Emi, take Cecily back inside and let me deal with Eric.”

      Emi hesitantly approached Cecily. “Ceci, let’s go and finish getting ready. Isi will take care of Eric. I promise it’ll be all right.”

      Emi looked at her over Cecily’s shoulder, hoping for an encouraging nod. Isabella gave it to her and sent up silent prayers that she could sober up her stupid brother before the ceremony. It wasn’t going to be easy though.

      She approached Eric as the men either disbursed or climbed back on the bus. She didn’t know many of these men, which didn’t surprise her since she’d lived in Texas for the past ten years, first finishing medical school, then practicing at The Medical Clinic in Magnolia just outside of Galveston.

      The man holding Eric up chuckled and said, “Why don’t you point me in the direction where you want him and I’ll get him there for you. He’s not very good on his feet right now.”

      “Why would you let him drink so much?”

      “Look, Princess, I had nothing to do with how much he drank. He was well on his way when I met him a few hours ago.”

      “You mean you just met him?”

      “A few hours ago. He was celebrating pretty hard.”

      Shaking her head, she walked to the right side of Eric, put her arm around his waist and tried hefting Eric off the big man hanging on to him. When she nearly dropped to her knees at Eric’s weight, he looked over her brother’s head at her and said, “Just point. I’ll follow.”

      Taking a deep breath, she looked up to see Cecily standing on the patio watching them, and Emi trying her hardest to get Cecily inside. Thinking it best to look like this would be doable, Isabella said, “Fine. Let’s go in the side door, I’m afraid Cecily will stab him in the gut if he gets too close right now.”

      The larger man looked up at Cecily, then nodded. “Yep. She looks pretty pissed off.”

      He started walking with Eric stumbling alongside him and Isabella shook her head while she made a mental inventory of the supplies she’d need to try and sober her brother up.

      Cecily took two steps toward them as they walked past to the side door. “And another thing, asshole, you won’t be touching this...” She flung her robe open, showing off her beautiful white lace teddy she’d purchased just for this night. “At all.”

      Emi grabbed the robe and pulled it closed, but Eric chose that moment to try and whistle. “Whoop, hot mamá, here I come.”

      “Fucker.” Cecily yelled just as Emi and her mamá ushered her inside the house.

      “Bud, you need to let her cool down before trying to be...whatever that was.” The large man said to her brother.

      Isabella looked over at him and half smiled. At least he was smart enough to know that much and sober enough to practically carry her dumbass brother.

      “My name’s Josh.”

      Hesitating briefly before responding, “Isabella.”

      “Is he normally a partier?”

      “Not like this. My other brother, Mateo, is the partier.”

      She turned then; her brows bunched together. “Was Mateo with all of you?”

      Josh turned and looked at the bus and the few men still talking and laughing by the front of it.

      “Hm, I don’t recall a Mateo. But, honestly, we only met this group a few hours ago.”

      Isabella stopped and stared in disbelief at him.

      “I can’t believe you didn’t know these guys you were partying with.”

      He shrugged, his smile stretching across his handsome face; his perfect teeth were white, his lips full, his blue dress-shirt unbuttoned to the third button, giving her a hint of firm muscled chest.

      “I know my friends, Diego, Travis and Shep.”

      Isabella crossed her arms over her chest.

      “Where did you meet my brother and his friends?”

      “El Paso.”

      “Texas?” She almost yelled.

      His head jerked back a bit. “Yes, ma’am.”

      “So, let me get this straight. You met up with and drank with a group of men you didn’t know. Then climbed on a bus and crossed the border into another country with them.”

      He took a deep breath and his impressive chest rose and fell. The weight of her brother, who was now almost dead weight and dozing, seemed like nothing to him. “Look, I’m just in Texas to celebrate my friend Travis’s bachelor party. He’s getting married next weekend and I’m here for the week. We went out, met Eric and his friends, had a great time. Most of them are great guys and we had fun. Eric insisted we come to his wedding and since I was the most sober one, I wanted to make sure he made it back in time. Between you and me, some of his friends aren’t the best influence.”

      “No kidding.”

      She shot a look back at the motley group and wondered where her father was because he’d be out to whip ass soon. Just as the thought occurred to her, he stepped out onto the patio, and Isabella picked up her pace as they rounded the patio on the lower level to get Eric inside before Papa chewed him out.

      She could hear her father’s voice as he barked out orders to the men standing around, some of them staying here in the guest house, telling them to get themselves cleaned up and stop behaving like idiots or there’d be hell to pay.

      She opened the side door, which entered into the lower level of her parents’ home and walked quickly down the hall where the guest bedrooms were housed along with Eric’s. Her bedroom was upstairs where she’d spent most of her lifetime.
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      Josh mostly-carried Eric down the hallway in the spectacular home of the Martinez family, until Isabella opened a door on the left, about halfway down, to a spacious earth-toned bedroom. The king-sized bed against the left wall was covered in a comforter of muted earth tones and beautiful pottery pieces were hung or situated throughout the room.

      He lay Eric on the bed, looked around for a wastebasket and brought it to the bed.

      “Do you need me to get him in the shower?”

      He looked over at Isabella, the gorgeous sister of his new drunk friend, and tried remembering meeting someone as beautiful as she was. Ever. In his entire life. He couldn’t.

      She disappeared behind a door and he heard a shower turn on. Returning to the bedroom, she looked at him and his heartbeat sped up. Her dark, hair shone in the sunlight streaming through the windows. She had half of it pulled up on the top of her head in some twisted style. Her eyes, dark as coal, sparkled and her full lips glistened. He wanted to taste them. Touch her. Know her. She held herself straight and tall, though he guessed her to only be around 5’2” or so. Her skin was the perfect blend of olive and cream, so clear and smooth. She was breathtaking.

      She made a quick assessment of the situation, looked at her watch and sighed.

      “Why don’t you get him in the shower; I’ll go upstairs and get my bag.”

      He watched her exit and told himself she might just be way out of his league, but he wanted to know how far. He didn’t grow up in a place like this, though he lived in a place similar to this one now.

      Taking a deep breath, he looked at Eric, who was watching him, a goofy grin on his face.

      “She’s not gonna bite on your hook, man. She wants nothing to do with this place or anything in it.”

      “I’m not in this place.”

      Eric chuckled.

      “All right, Bud, let’s get you in the shower.”

      He reached down to pull his drunk friend up, only to have Eric rollover. “Naw, I’ll just sleep for a bit.”

      Taking a deep breath and settling in for a fight, Josh walked around the bed and with one quick jerk, grabbed Eric’s hand and pulled him up, bent and put his shoulder to Eric’s stomach, then threw him over his shoulder and quickly carried him to the bathroom.

      Opening the door of the bathroom, the steam rolled out in billows but Josh forged ahead. He stopped at the large vanity, and propped Eric against the edge as he pulled his wallet and phone out of his pocket. Lifting his left leg, he unstrapped his ankle holster and lay it and his gun on the vanity along with his watch. He then turned and opened the shower door and dragged Eric inside. Getting drenched himself, he grabbed the shampoo bottle on the ledge, squeezed some in his hand and began washing Eric’s dark hair, much like his sister’s.

      Eric sputtered under the water but stopped when he sucked in a mouthful of water that tasted of shampoo, choking and coughing, while Josh did his best to help his friend sober up. Throwing up some of that alcohol was probably a good thing.

      Dunking Eric under the warm spray of water once more, he waited until all the soap washed from Eric’s hair, then pulled him back out. The large shower had a bench at the back, so Josh sat Eric on the bench, turned off the water, then stepped out, dripping water everywhere, and went in search of towels.

      Finding a cabinet alongside the shower, he pulled a stack from the cabinet, laid one on the floor, then began unbuttoning Eric’s shirt. The limp man rested his head against the shower. Though it was tedious and difficult getting Eric’s clothing off, he managed, all except his underwear. He had no intention of taking off another man’s underwear.

      Taking one of the soft, white towels, he dried Eric’s hair, then wrapped the towel over his shoulders, pulled him to his unsteady feet and wrapped a towel around his waist.

      Wrapping himself in towels so he didn’t get everything sopping wet, he managed to get Eric out of the bathroom without slipping only to find Isabella sitting on the edge of the bed with medical supplies lying about.

      Isabella stood up. Her eyes landed on his, then swooped down his body, and it was as if he could feel her touching him. She smoldered. He smoldered.

      Eric wobbled and Josh got him to the bed and laid him down. He began sopping some of the water from his clothing as he watched Isabella tie a rubber band around Eric’s upper arm.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I’m giving him an IV to try and sober him up.”

      “How do you know to do that?”

      She never looked away from what she was doing as she hooked an IV to the top of the headboard of the bed, pulled some tape from a portable dispenser and stuck it to her forearm.

      She inserted the needle into Eric’s vein, taped the needle in place, adjusted the amount of fluid going into him, then answered, “I’m a physician in Texas, where I live.”

      Holy shit, stunning and smart. Lethal.

      “Is that going to work?”

      “It’s the only remedy there is for alcohol over-consumption.”

      Josh chuckled.

      Isabella pulled a bottle of water off the nightstand and walked to where he stood. She looked down his body, then at the puddle of water on the stone floors.

      “If you want to go to the bathroom and take your clothes off, I’ll go see if I can find something you can wear until your clothes dry.”

      She left the room without waiting for an answer so he shrugged, walked back to the bathroom, and closed and locked the door.

      Taking his clothes off, he thought he may as well duck back into the shower and clean up properly; it would save him time later, since they were due back at the wedding in less than four hours. He initially hadn’t been all that excited about going to two weddings this week, but now that he’d met Isabella, he was eager to come back, under better circumstances, and see if he could get to know her better.

      He showered quickly, and exited the shower, using another of the towels he’d pulled out previously.

      Towel drying his body and hair, he wrapped the towel around his waist, and unlocked and opened the door slightly. A stack of clothing lay on a chair pulled next to the door, but Isabella was not in the room. A bit sad he couldn’t look at her again, he grabbed the clothing and dressed in the bathroom. He’d be commando until he got back to his hotel in Texas, but he’d done that before. Missions didn’t always go as you expected, and improvisation was an all-important skill in his line of work.

      The expensive dress slacks, socks and shirt were slightly too large for him, but he’d make it work. He’d be sitting on a bus most of the way back to the hotel anyway.

      Strapping his gun on his ankle, dropping his wallet in a back pocket, his phone into his front right pocket and reattaching his watch, Josh opened the door again to see Isabella sitting on the edge of the bed taking her brother’s pulse.

      The puddle he’d made in the floor was gone. “Thank you for cleaning up the water on the floor.”

      “I didn’t do it. Elisa did.”

      “Okay. Thank you to Elisa then.”

      Isabella stood and faced him; her arms crossed over her chest. “How is it you aren’t that drunk?”

      “Self-control.”

      She shrugged. “Do you know what he was drinking?”

      “His friends were lining up the shots. I have no idea what was in them.”

      “Stupid.” She looked at her brother once more then at her watch.

      “How is the bride doing?”

      “My sister, Emiliana, is calming her down. She’s a bit of a firecracker, but she’ll cool down. She and Eric are perfect for each other and they’ll work through this.”

      He nodded. “Okay, well if you don’t have anything else you need me to do, I’d better get going or the bus will leave without me.”

      He stepped toward the door then stopped. “I do remember Mateo. He was there earlier but left with some friends.”
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      “Thanks, I’ll let Papa know.”

      Mateo, she was so tired of always worrying about Mateo. Her whole life seemed to revolve around Mateo. Where was he? How did he get wherever he was? Who was he with? When would he come home or straighten up or whatever plethora of troublesome questions that concerned Mateo. He was the bad seed. Yet she and her siblings had to pay for Mateo’s actions by always being tasked with keeping watch over him. It was the main reason she moved to the United States, got her education, got her citizenship, then got a position practicing medicine at The Medical Clinic in Magnolia, Texas.

      She watched Josh’s face as he assessed her. He was good though; she couldn’t tell what he was thinking. She sure as hell didn’t need his distraction right now either. She just needed to get Eric married then get home and resume her life. Without drama. And without this sexy beast before her messing with her head. Even if he was built, lean but built. Smart. Sexy. He was the trifecta.

      He stared for a while longer and she couldn’t look away from him. His eyes were similar to hers in color, dark brown framed in thick, dark lashes. His coloring was slightly lighter than hers, but he was certainly of Hispanic heritage.

      Finally, he turned, and her eyes landed on his fine backside, dressed in her father’s clothing. Her father had gained some weight in recent years, which showed now in the clothing as Josh wore them. They hung on him a bit, but he still filled them out nicely.

      The door slowly closed, and she stared at it for a while before turning to her brother and wondering how long she should let him sleep. Likely another hour or two, then the fun would begin. For now, she’d go in search of Cecily and see if Emiliana had managed to calm her down. Taking in a deep breath, she eased herself out of Eric’s bedroom and down the hall.

      The sound of the bus pulling out of the driveway reached her ears and she felt a tiny bit sad, but then again, relieved. Maybe he wouldn’t come to the wedding and further distract her. Lord knew she had enough to deal with.

      She walked up the staircase to the main floor common area between the kitchen and living room. Dishes clattered in the kitchen as the catering staff they’d hired for today busily prepared the food for the reception, which her parents graciously agreed to host. Cecily’s family had become close friends of the family and while they were not poor, they didn’t have the wealth that her parents had amassed. This home, which had been her father’s parents’ before his, had been beautifully redecorated under the artistic eye of her mother. Isabella’s father, Ivan, was a very astute businessman with a diverse portfolio of businesses that ranged from nursing homes to laundromats to a car dealership. Eric now worked with their father in his business, learning to run the business one day.

      Turning to the left, she found her mother standing at a large bank of windows, looking out on the expanse of lawn that was currently being transformed into a wedding venue complete with a white carpet and padded folding chairs for the guests. An ornate pergola had been constructed over the past two weeks and it was currently being decorated with white flowers of various types and yards of gossamer covered mini lights. It was going to be a gorgeous wedding, despite the groom’s earlier lack of decorum.

      “Mamá, everything is looking beautiful.”

      Her mother turned to her, a mature version of herself, her weak smile spoke her true sadness. “Thank you, querida. Now how is your brother doing?”

      “I’m pumping fluids through him by IV. Currently he’s sleeping. The tiredness doesn’t help. I’ll wake him in an hour or two and make him drink a few bottles of water. It’s all we can do at this point.”

      Her mother wrapped her left arm around Isabella’s waist and pulled her close.

      “These boys have aged me three times my age. It’s always something with them.”

      “Yes, Mamá.”

      Isabella lay her head on her mother’s shoulder and stood transfixed as the artisans outside created a wedding wonderland. Her mother always made her feel better.

      “Has anyone heard from Mateo?”

      Taking a deep breath Isabella responded. “Josh said he saw Mateo last night, but he left early.”

      “Josh. Is that the handsome man who helped you with Eric?”

      “Yes.”

      “Hmm.”

      “Don’t get any ideas, Mamá. He’s handsome, but that’s where it ends. I don’t need a distraction. I’m just inches away from starting my own medical clinic and I don’t want any complications.”

      “You can have both, querida.”

      Isabella stood straight. “Let’s focus on getting my drunk brother sober enough to marry the love of his life. Then getting my wayward brother home, ready for the wedding and out of trouble for a while.”

      Kissing her mother on the cheek, she ascended the stairs leading to the bedrooms, where Cecily was getting ready in Emi’s longtime bedroom, and Emiliana was helping her.

      Knocking on Emi’s door, she twisted the knob and inched it open.

      “May I come in?”

      Emiliana waved her in. “Yes, come in.”

      Cecily sat in a chair, her eyes red-rimmed from crying, while a nail tech painted her fingernails a pearly white adding tiny rhinestones to the tips in various places. Isabella looked over the nail tech’s shoulders at the beautiful job she was doing then winked at Cecily.

      “What a beautiful bride you are, Ceci.”

      Ceci took a deep breath and smiled. “How is my sassy husband-to-be?”

      “He’s resting now, and I have an IV in his arm pushing fluids in. We’ll have him as right as we can and if I know my younger brother, he’ll spend the rest of his life making this up to you. According to Josh, some of his friends are a bad influence and had shots lined up all night. I’m sure when asked, he will say he never meant to get so drunk. I know for a fact he’ll tell you he never meant to hurt you. You are his heart.”

      A lone tear fell down Ceci’s cheek. “Thank you.” She sniffed daintily. “I’m still pissed off though.”

      “Yep. I would be, too.”

      Isabella turned to her sister, who sat in a chair by the window, her hands on her lap. Picking up her sister’s hands, Isabella looked at her beautifully shaped and polished nails, in soft pink.

      “Stunning.”

      “Are you sure you don’t want your nails done, Isi?”

      “I’m sure. It’s a shame to spend the time and money when I’d have to take it all off tomorrow anyway. I can’t wear such things at work.”

      Emi’s face scrunched as she frowned. “I’m glad I went into graphic design.”

      Isabella laughed. “And you should perfectly understand not spending the money for such a short amount of time.”

      A soft knock on the door caused her to turn her head. Elisa, the Martinez’s housekeeper peered around the door.

      “Ms. Isabella, Eric is awake and creating a fuss about being thirsty.”

      She smiled. “That’s a good sign.”
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      The bus ride back to the hotel across the border in Texas seemed bumpier than the ride to the Martinez’s place. But then again, he was tired before and slept most of the way. Actually, they all did. When he’d finally climbed aboard the bus, his friends were all strewn about the rented vehicle sleeping. He found himself a spot close to the front, and he now wondered if he should have gone to the back.

      The bus slowed and he opened his eyes to see they were about to turn into the hotel parking lot. He sat up and rubbed his eyes as the bus turned in and parked. The driver opened the door and smiled as they exited.

      “I will be here at eleven o’clock to pick you all up.”

      Josh stopped and looked him in the eye. “You’re taking us to the wedding?”

      “Yes, sir. Mr. Martinez insisted and has already paid for your trip.”

      Nodding, he smiled and waved. “Thank you, see you at eleven.”

      He walked to the doors of the hotel, his friends Diego, Travis and Shep slowly falling in behind him. He’d known these guys for years. They’d served in the military together and stayed in touch, despite Josh’s crazy schedule. Travis was now a dentist and getting married next weekend. Josh made a mental note not to let Travis go out the night before. Diego was a convenience store owner, though he’d sell it in a heartbeat for something security-related if he thought he could do it; his PTSD still tormented him. And Shep owned a bike shop. Josh was the only one to keep a military type of business. And truth be told, he felt a bit like a liar, because his friends didn’t really know what he actually did for a living other than security.

      They entered the elevator, each of them tired and, his friends more than him, still a tad drunk. Josh never drank that much and it served him well last night. He had an ever watchful and always “on duty” mindset; it was difficult to let it go. He'd been an operative...things go sideways to risk having one too many drinks.. Plus, GHOST was in his blood. His father and late brother, Jake, had been operatives at GHOST. His father by example and Jake by his words and actions had taught him and his sister, Jax, the importance and seriousness of their work, the pride to take in doing it, and the responsibility to his co-operatives to have their backs.

      The elevator stopped on their floor and they each walked to their rooms, which were in a row.

      “Later guys. Bus will be here at eleven.” Josh called.

      “Yo.” Shep called, and no one else said a word.

      Flopping on the bed to settle in, he promptly jumped up, remembering he was wearing someone else’s clothes. Tiredly walking to the bathroom, Josh carefully removed the clothes he wore and folded them neatly in a pile and lay them on the dresser in his room. He’d take them back with him, though he felt bad he didn’t have Mrs. James here to wash them first.

      Too tired to worry about it, he lay his gun on the nightstand, his phone alongside it and his wallet next to his phone. He flopped on the bed once more, set his alarm on his phone for 10:00 and closed his eyes to get a few moments of sleep.
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      The bus wove down the long driveway and Josh spent a few moments enjoying the view. The estate was huge, sprawling over many acres of lush trees and green lawns. The entire blacktopped driveway, which he estimated to be close to a mile long, was lined with white posts and green and pink ribbons tied to the top of them, the tails blowing in the light breeze.

      As the home came into view the transformation from this morning till now was unbelievable.

      “Whoa, this is amazing.” Diego said.

      Each of his friends were looking through the front windows of the bus, a smaller one than this morning, but still much too large for just the four of them.

      Travis, the groom of their group, muttered, “I’m glad Julie isn’t looking at this. Our wedding won’t be so grand as this one, that’s a fact.”

      Josh laughed along with his friends.

      “Okay, guys, how about we look
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