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Dear Readers,
Welcome to the Special Forces: Operation Alpha Fan-Fiction world!

If you are new to this amazing world, in a nutshell the author wrote a story
using one or more of my characters in it. Sometimes that character has a
major role in the story, and other times they are only mentioned briefly. This
is perfectly legal and allowable because they are going through Aces Press to
publish the story.

This book is entirely the work of the author who wrote it. While I might
have assisted with brainstorming and other ideas about which of my
characters to use, I didn’t have any part in the process or writing or editing
the story.

I’m proud and excited that so many authors loved my characters enough
that they wanted to write them into their own story. Thank you for supporting
them, and me!

READ ON!
X0x0
Susan Stoker



ABOUT THE BOOK

Behind her bubbly, flirty smile hides a world of hidden pain.

Despite her dark childhood Lacey Smith believes in looking for moments of
joy wherever you can find them. But when a seriously hot SEAL saves her
life and then turns her down when she asks him out she begins to rethink
everything. Going undercover with a man who doesn't like her isn't ideal but
that doesn't mean that the danger won't have sparks igniting between them.

Most days Navy SEAL Benjamin Blanchett is so mired in grief and guilt that
he doesn't even want to move forward. So when a bubbly, sassy, ball of
energy asks him out of course he says no. He thought that was it but now
they're going undercover together as husband and wife. Lines are blurred,
feelings emerge, but by the time he realizes what he wants it might be too
late.



I’d like to thank everyone who played a part in bringing this story to life.
Particularly my mom who is always there to share her thoughts and opinions
with me. The wonderful Amy Queau of Q Designs who made the stunning
cover. And my lovely editor Lisa Edwards for all her encouragement and for
all the hard work she puts into polishing my work.



CHAPTER ONE

August 2"
6:58 P.M.

So, this was how she was going to die.

Chaos.

What should have been a quick in-and-out rescue had turned into
complete and utter chaos.

All thanks to an unexpected storm.

With visibility down to a couple of feet, the rumble of thunder competing
with the crashing of waves for top volume, and the lashing rain, there was no
way she was going to be able to find the boat again.

Staying on the boat would have been the smart choice. Lacey Smith
absolutely acknowledged that. Jumping into the ocean in the middle of a
storm wasn’t one of her smartest choices, but then again, no one had ever
accused her of making smart choices.

Loud, flirty, sassy, outgoing, confident, and bubbly, those were words the
people in her life—or even people who had just met her—would use to
describe her, but never sensible or logical.

Nope.

Guess she was the only one of her sisters—okay, so they weren’t sisters
by blood, but they’d grown up together and were her family—who hadn’t
been blessed with the rational gene.

But what else was she supposed to do?



Leave the poor girl to drown alone in the cold, unforgiving ocean?

Yeah, no.

Not going to happen.

Lacey didn’t care if this decision wasn’t the most reasonable she could
come to. There was no way she was going to allow this girl to drown, not
when she could do something about it.

Leaving her team on the boat to deal with the group of rich, drunk college
boys who had used their parents’ money to buy a couple of women they were
keeping on a yacht, Lacey had straightened her arms above her head and
dived into the choppy water.

Immediately it had swallowed her up.

She and her sisters had had a crazy upbringing, but nothing had quite
prepared her for this.

When she was just a baby, her father and two older siblings had died in a
house fire. Her mom had been out that night, and her dad had managed to get
her out of the house but gone back in for her older brother and sister.

Unfortunately, none of them made it out.

Her mom, unable to deal with the fact that she’d been out visiting the man
she was having an affair with at the time of the fire, had committed suicide
just two weeks later leaving Lacey an orphan with no one to take her in.
Entering the foster care system, her case worker had been dirty and sold her
into human trafficking where she’d ended up with a man who called himself
The Master.

The Master trained her and her sisters to be killing machines. She had
been training since she was a toddler and knew how to fight, shoot, and wield
a knife and a sword. She could withstand torture as well as execute it, knew
how to kill with her bare hands, and could withstand any and all conditions.

Including the ocean.

Only water had never been her friend.

There was just something about it that creeped her out.

Not a bathtub or a pool, they seemed to contain water, tame it. Even
ponds and lakes she could deal with if she had to although she didn’t enjoy it.

But the ocean ...

It was freaky. So powerful that no man could control it. It took what it
wanted without a care, and right now what it seemed to want was her very
soul.

Kicking against the current, Lacey broke the surface, sucking in a breath.



Rain pounded down against her head, and as she looked from side to side,
searching for a glimpse of the girl, she could barely see through the torrent.

If she didn’t find the girl soon, it could be too late.

No.

She wasn’t going to let that happen.

That girl was completely innocent. All three girls held prisoner on the
yacht were in their late teens or early twenties. All had been snatched off
their college campuses around the country. They’d been trafficked quickly
through a dark website that sold mostly women and young girls, but boys and
men as well. They’d been gone for between five weeks and two and had been
with this group of six young men for nine days now.

In that time, they had lived through an horrific ordeal.

One she could empathize with far too closely.

Lacey didn’t have to imagine to know how awful it had been for those
girls as they’d been passed around and violated by rich, drunk young men
who thought they were entitled to do whatever they wanted without
consequence.

Well, they were about to find out all actions had consequences.

And one thing she knew was that nobody should want consequences
rained down upon them by the world-renowned Prey Security. As one of only
two all-female teams who worked at Prey, Artemis Team worked almost
exclusively with human trafficking victims. Something she and her sisters
were all passionate about.

Her team might not be as big and physically strong as Prey’s other teams,
but they were highly trained, skilled, and good at what they did. They also
had an edge that the guys didn’t, they were constantly underestimated just
because they were women.

Lacey loved men, particularly loved to flirt with them, and was always up
for a one-time romp in bed, but sometimes she did wish that she was taken a
little more seriously. Not that any of the men at Prey ever looked down on
her or the other women who worked there, but a lot of the men they
encountered on missions thought women were nothing.

Just like those men who had bought these girls for their own amusement.

Battered by the wind and the rain, Lacey found her strength flagging even
though she had been in the water for barely a minute.

How would she find the girl, keep them both afloat, and get them back to
the boat alive?



At this rate, she wouldn’t even be able to find the boat again.

The yacht was only a few feet away from her, but the storm had already
consumed it like it wasn’t even there at all.

A huge wave crashed over her, throwing her under the surface and tossing
her about like she was nothing. Out here she kind of was nothing.

If you wanted to feel small and inconsequential then jump into the ocean.

Kicking with all her might, she broke the surface again and sucked in a
couple of breaths of air, knowing that at any second the water could just wash
her away.

While she trod water, Lacey lifted a hand and tried to use it to shield her
eyes. How was she supposed to spot the missing girl when the ocean and rain
kept tossing water in her face?

A crack of lightning split through the night, lighting the sky and
everything beneath it for a couple of precious seconds.

Lacey didn’t waste a single one of them.

There.

Around ten yards away from her was the girl. Dressed in nothing but a
flimsy white satin nightgown, there was no way the teen could survive long
in this frigid water.

Even dressed in the wetsuit beneath her clothes, Lacey could feel the cold
seeping into her body. They had to get out of the water quickly or it wouldn’t
only be the storm that was a risk to them, it would be hypothermia as well.

With quick, even strokes, Lacey fought against the waves trying to toss
her in the opposite direction. She had to get to the girl.

Had to.

Only it felt like she was making zero progress.

Another bolt of lightning lit up the night, and she caught a glimpse of the
teenager. Closer than she had realized. She was making progress after all.

Blocking out everything else, Lacey focused only on swimming.

Kicking her feet.

Cartwheeling her arms.

Exhaustion tugged at her already. It took almost more strength than she
possessed to make any headway against the churning sea.

A battle she wasn’t sure she was going to win.

Panic threatened to claw at her.

She felt trapped out here.

Despite the ocean’s vastness, she felt like the world was folding in on her.



The storm was too wild, and she realized far too late that jumping in as
soon as she saw the girl get tossed overboard had been a mistake.

One she couldn’t take back.

She was out here now and wasn’t even sure if anyone knew that she’d
jumped into the water after the teenager.

That meant she was on her own.

Whether that poor girl lived or died was on her shoulders.

The tremendous pressure was enough to keep her panic at bay, and she
pushed on, refusing to give up.

Giving up wasn’t in her DNA.

So onward she plodded.

The current was trying to drag her out to sea, the waves wanted to push
her down into their murky depths, and the torrential rain pounded on her head
like a million tiny hammers.

It was hell.

A cold, wet hell.

One that seemed never-ending.

Water in all directions, above and below, left and right, before her and
behind her.

Everywhere.

Consuming her.

Eating her alive.

Claiming her.

Killing her.

Aucust 2NP
7:22 P.M.

BenjaMmIN “RaBBIT” Blanchett frowned as he watched the woman jump off
the yacht.

What was she thinking?

The storm was a bad one, and unless you were the world’s best swimmer
there was no way you were making it out of the water alive.



Not that he thought he was the world’s best swimmer, but Ben was a
SEAL, and even he would think twice about throwing himself into the rolling
waves that were big enough to crush a boat, let alone a single human.

Suicide.

Whatever she’d been thinking was irrelevant. She had pretty much just
committed suicide.

“One overboard,” he announced to his team.

“Two.”

He turned to face whoever had shouted the word and found a pretty
raven-haired beauty with green eyes. Since he had been briefed on who they
were coming to assist he recognized the woman as Pearl Masters. One of the
four members of Prey Security’s Artemis team she had recently married a
former Delta, former DEA Agent, turned owner of the Imogen Masters’ Hope
Center. The charity helped women and children who had been trafficked
recover in a safe environment as they learned to readjust to life again. While
formed only within the last couple of months, the center had already provided
care, support, and counseling to dozens of victims.

“Two?” he asked, watching the woman warily. While she was no threat to
him—she was already married—he made it a point to always keep his
distance from the opposite sex. Victims he could handle, they also weren’t a
threat to him, but any other woman had the potential to destroy him.

“There were three women we were sent in to rescue, we only have two.
All six targets are secured,” Pearl informed him.

So, the woman had jumped in after one of the victims Artemis Team had
been sent in to rescue.

Perfect.

Suicidal he could work with, but a woman with a hero complex who was
overly confident in her abilities would be much harder to cope with when he
went in after them.

“She shouldn’t have done that,” Ben said flatly.

Pearl bristled. “What should she have done then? Just let the poor girl
drown? She’s only nineteen, and she’s just been through hell. What would
you have done?”

The question was pointless as well as rhetorical.

He was a SEAL. This woman while highly trained, was much smaller
than him, which meant she had less strength and less stamina. She would also
succumb to the cold much quicker than he would have.



“You knew we were minutes away, she should have waited,” Ben said.

Even through the power of the storm, the woman’s anger resonated
clearly. Pearl turned her back on him and stalked away. He was sure she was
muttering insults, but he cared little for what people thought about him.

This was a job.

A mission.

In and out.

Assist Artemis Team in transporting their three victims and six prisoners
back to shore. It was pure luck his team had been close by, close enough to
be of use once the storm blew in. Luckier now that there were two women in
need of rescuing.

Since seconds counted in these conditions, Ben took a moment to watch
the waves and the direction the water was flowing so he knew where the two
women were likely to have been dragged off. He then dived into the raging
ocean.

Storms were his passion for the last few years. He studied them and
followed them when he got a chance. Not a storm chaser per se, he was an
enthusiast, and he felt the power of the thunderstorm flow through his body
as he hit the water.

Between the waves, the wind, and the rain it was hard going, but he
worked with the ocean instead of against it, and a minute or two later he
spotted them up ahead.

Surprise hit him when he saw that the woman had somehow managed to
reach the victim, had an arm around her, and was even towing her in the
direction of the yacht.

Respect followed.

He’d made a mistake in underestimating her. Ben didn’t know which of
the other three Artemis team members she was, but it was obvious she was a
whole lot stronger and more capable than he had given her credit for.

With smooth strokes, he closed the distance between them. When he
touched a hand on her shoulder the woman startled, looking up at him in
shock for a second before her face broke into a grin he only caught because
of a well-timed flash of lightning.

That smile was pure sunshine.

If you bottled it, you could make a fortune.

Because the sudden lightening of his soul shook him, Ben lashed out in
frustration.



“You shouldn’t have jumped in after her,” he said, reaching for the
teenager and pulling her against his body.

Instead of responding with irritation, a laugh sounded over the storm. If
anything, it seemed he had amused her.

His frustration grew.

This woman had no right to be putting her life at risk in such a reckless
manner, no right to make him feel lighter with her smile, and no reason to
ignore his anger like it didn’t exist.

It existed for a very good reason.

The only reason he was still sane.

Or at least marginally sane.

Turning his back on the woman, Ben began to swim toward the yacht
when he realized he should check to make sure the Artemis woman wasn’t
going to drown. She might have managed to annoy him in the whole three
minutes or so that he’d known her, but he didn’t want her death on his
conscience.

He already had enough to deal with on that front.

“You need help?” he growled.

“Nope, I can make it, easy-peasy.”

When he looked over his shoulder, he found she was right there, keeping
pace, following along.

Maybe she really could do it on her own.

Unsure if he was more irritated with himself for respecting her more with
each passing second or her for making him feel anything, he focused on his
task.

Get the girl to the yacht, get Artemis Team to shore, and head home.

Simple steps. That was how he got through each day.

It wasn’t like this was the first time he’d worked with a woman. While
there were no women in the SEALs they often worked with the CIA, NSA,
DEA, and that meant working with whatever agents were assigned to the
case, quite often female ones. He always did his best to treat them as he
would a male agent, but he was sure more often than not he failed.

Wasn’t their fault.

Not at all.

Ben wasn’t sexist, he knew women were strong and capable, but women
held the power to destroy what was left of him if he let them.

So, he couldn’t let them.



Reaching the yacht, he hoisted the teenager up into the waiting arms of
his teammates. The girl hadn’t resisted him once, and he hoped that didn’t
mean she was already dead.

When he turned to grab the Artemis woman and help her into the yacht,
he froze.

She wasn’t there.

Damn.

Flinging himself back into the waves, he backtracked the way he’d come.
She’d been doing so well, and he’d been so intent on getting as far away from
the sunshiny woman that he hadn’t bothered to keep a check on her.

If she drowned it would be his fault.

Another heavy weight he would have to carry around with him.

Familiar panic began to beat a steady drum inside his chest. This was why
he didn’t like interacting with women. A few seconds in the woman’s
company and she’d already managed to affect him enough that her death
would hurt.

The further he got without catching a glimpse of her the more frantic his
movements grew. If he wasn’t careful the storm was going to claim him too.

Calm.

Steady.

Control.

He repeated the mantra in his head until he spotted something bobbing in
the water.

No, not bobbing. The tiny figure was attempting to fight against the
waves slowly pushing her down.

Her head went beneath the water as he increased his speed.

Ben watched with his heart in his throat, only letting out a breath of relief
when he saw it pop back up.

He wanted to call out to her, tell her to hold on, but the roaring of the
storm meant she likely wouldn’t hear him.

All he could do was pump his arms and legs and try to get to her as
quickly as possible.

Down again.

This time when her head went under it didn’t come back up.

Fear coiled through him, almost paralyzing him. Images flew through his
mind. The silence, the blood, the horrifying sense of loss.

Everything else faded away, he couldn’t let this woman die.



Couldn’t fail another woman.

When he reached the spot he’d last seen her, Ben dived down, searching
the murky, swirling water for any signs of a body. It was dark, and with the
storm, he was unlikely to find her, but he couldn’t give up.

Something brushed against him, and he snagged it, knowing it was the
woman. She’d been out in the cold water too long, under the water too long,
he didn’t hesitate to yank her up against his body and start swimming.

With each stroke, he prayed.

Don’t be dead.

Please. Don’t be dead.



CHAPTER TWO

August 2"
7:33 P.M.

A muscrLeD arm held her firmly against a granite-chiseled chest.

If there was one thing Lacey knew it was men’s bodies, and this one was
exquisite perfection.

Sex was her coping mechanism. A way to pretend she had control over
herself, her body, and her life, even though more often than not she felt the
opposite.

Her innocence had been stolen when she was only ten years old by The
Master, the monster who had abducted her and three other infant girls, raising
them to be his own personal little army. For what reason she had no idea. The
man had a knack for slipping through their fingers any time they got close so
she might never know why she had been taken.

The whys didn’t really matter. All that did was that something inside her
had been broken.

Too broken to ever be repaired.

“Almost there.”

The voice rumbled through the chest she was held against, and she
realized—somewhat hazily—that they were still in the ocean.

Probably not a good thing that the raging storm and crashing waves had
faded into nothingness in her mind.

Maybe she gave an answer?



To be honest, Lacey wasn’t really sure.

Everything seemed so different, so ... pale.

Not vivid like it had been when she’d been towing Carmela toward the
yacht. The girl had battled against her at first, dragging Lacey beneath the
surface several times before exhaustion took over and the teenager became
dead weight.

Dead weight that continued to pull her down toward the sandy bottom of
the ocean dozens of feet beneath them.

Fighting against it had felt futile, but it wasn’t in her DNA to give up.

So she’d kicked as hard as she could, used her free arm to propel herself
through the sea, and prayed she had enough strength to get herself and the
girl to the yacht.

Then out of the storm emerged a savior.

All black and strong, bringing with him the confidence of someone who
didn’t fear much of anything.

Was he the one who had spoken?

The owner of all the muscles?

She didn’t know his name, but if he somehow managed to get them both
back onto the yacht before they became victims of the storm then she
definitely wanted to learn it.

Oh, and learn a whole lot more about those muscles.

Lacey bet he had them all over. She loved a nice chiseled six-pack, but
who didn’t? And well-defined legs? Also sexy. But what really made her
heart flutter and heat pool between her legs was muscled arms.

Mmm.

So sexy.

There was just something about being held by strong, muscled arms that
made her feel safe and protected.

“Take her.”

The shouted words made her flinch, and like a bubble had been popped,
the cold began seeping into her body. The rain pounded on her head hard
enough to give her a headache, and if it weren’t for the sturdy hands gripping
her hips, she knew she would have been washed away by the ocean.

“Too loud,” she mumbled, but she doubted he heard her because the wind
tore her words away the second they were out of her mouth.

Those hands lifted her, hoisting her out of the water, and then more hands
were grabbing at her, lifting her up.



For a moment, it felt like she was left dangling in mid-air, but then she
was being laid down on something hard.

The yacht.

Relief stole her ability to do anything else but sit there and shiver
violently. This was exactly why she hated the ocean. It could be so ruthless in
its desire to destroy and claim anything that entered it.

Much better to stay on dry land.

“She okay?” The voice belonged to her savior. Even though she’d heard it
only above the howl of the wind she’d recognize it anywhere. It resonated
with her like it had been tattooed on her psyche.

Hands tugged at the hem of her black long-sleeve t-shirt, pulling the
sodden material up.

“Usually m-make a guy b-buy me a d-drink b-before I let h-him undress
m-me,” she said, her voice slurred like she was drunk, only she never got
drunk. One drink was her limit and most of the time she didn’t even have
that, just a soda or sparkling water as she waited for a guy to catch her eye.

Those hands froze. “Are you making a joke?”

Through the pelting rain, she could see confused dark eyes looking down
at her. It was more than obvious that this man had zero idea what to make of
her. Shooting him the best grin she could while her teeth were chattering, she
said, “Yep.”

The you’re crazy was implied, but he didn’t say anything as he carefully
pulled off her soaked clothes, including the wetsuit, then covered her in the
blanket someone else handed him.

Warmth was still a long way off, but she was alive and that was really all
that mattered.

“The girl? Carmela? Is she okay? She stopped fighting me. I was worried
that was because she’d swallowed too much water.”

Although the words fell from her lips in a chattering mess, her savior
seemed to have no trouble understanding them. “She’s okay. Receiving
medical treatment now and will be taken with the others to the hospital when
we get back to shore.”

The journey back would take them a couple of hours. They were in
international waters. The stupid young men who had bought these three poor
girls had thought they’d found a foolproof way to get away with their illegal
activities.

They were wrong.



And she would make sure they paid for it with lengthy prison sentences.

“Good,” she murmured, letting her eyes fall closed. “Good.”

So she’d saved the girl. Well partly saved. If it wasn’t for her tall, dark,
and dangerous SEAL savior then it was possible she couldn’t have gotten
herself and the teenager back to the yacht in time. By herself, she probably
could have managed it, but with the added weight of Carmela and the huge
storm, she might not have been physically big enough to perform the task.

Never one to pretend she didn’t have weaknesses, Lacey determined that
she was going to have to get herself into the ocean every day to work on her
skills until she could handle anything the sea had to throw at her. It might be
a daunting and formidable opponent, but she wasn’t one to back down from a
fight. Especially not when she might have to perform another ocean rescue in
a storm, and there wouldn’t always be a sexy SEAL to come to her rescue.

“What are you doing?” Lacey squawked as she was suddenly lifted off
the ground, cradled in a pair of strong arms.

“You’re hypothermic, I’'m taking you inside,” he replied like it was
obvious.

“You could ask,” she told him, amused. Alpha males didn’t faze her. In
fact, she loved the fun of conquering them and getting them to lose control in
the bedroom. This one would be a particularly fiery encounter, she knew that
just by looking at him. He was all raw power and dominance, her body stirred
just thinking about it.

Maybe they could even be friends after. Since she was always upfront
about only being interested in one night of passion and fun, she often
remained friends with the guys she slept with. It certainly made life
interesting, and she was all for as much fun as she could squeeze in between
missions.

All she got in response was a huff, which made her laugh.

Toughy gruffies, that was what she always called the grumpy, growly
alphas who thought emotions were for girls only. Even if all she had to offer
them was one night where they got to relax and enjoy themselves, show them
the brighter side of life, how nice it was to talk and laugh and let go, she
thought it was worth it.

Even if it did mean she lost another portion of her soul.

As soon as they were inside, out of the wind and rain, Lacey moaned in
relief and rested her head against the SEAL’s shoulder.

For one microsecond he paused, almost stumbled. An emotion she



couldn’t get a read on flashed across his face.

Before she had a chance to ask what that was all about, they were
entering the yacht’s living space, and her sisters came rushing over, asking if
she was okay and what she had been thinking jumping in on her own without
alerting anyone to what she was going to do.

Later, she’d answer all their questions and ask more of her own about the
girls and the men, but right now, there was something she needed to know.

The SEAL set her down on the couch and paused almost absentmindedly
to make sure the blanket was tucked around her leaving only her face free
and her hands so she could take the mug of steaming tea her sister Opal
pushed into them.

When he turned to leave, she reached out and snagged his hand. “Wait.
What’s your name?” How could she track him down later if she didn’t even
know who he was?

Looking down at their joined hands a frown furrowed his forehead. “Ben.
My name is Ben.”

Abruptly he pulled free of her grasp and turned to stalk away.

There was something intriguing about Ben, and she hoped that when
everyone was safe and the men had been taken into police custody, the two of
them could burn up the sheets for one night of fun.

Just one.

Because one was all a broken soul had to offer.

Aucust 2NP
10:02 P.M.

“BEN.”

The voice calling his name made him freeze.

Not so much because it was pure sweet sex, but because no one ever
called him Ben. His mom called him Benny just like she had from the time he
was born. His dad called him Benjamin in that serious tone his dad always
used. His two older sisters called him Bunny just to annoy him because they
knew he hated the Benjamin Bunny reference. His teammates called him



Rabbit.

No one called him Ben.

No one.

Except for the one woman he’d given that name to earlier on the yacht.

For some reason, his body reacted instantly to the chirpy sound, and he
quickly shut it down.

He didn’t react physically to women. Not ever.

At least not in the last three years.

That loss had changed him so profoundly that he was pretty sure
everyone who knew him would say he was a completely different person.

Once upon a time before his world became bathed in bloodshed, he’d
been just like Lacey Smith. Easygoing, fun-loving, with a great sense of
humor, his sisters would say a little spoiled as the baby of the family.

Back then he’d thought he had it all.

And he had.

But then he’d lost it.

One moment in time was all it took for the very fiber of his being to
unravel.

The man he used to be was gone, there was no going back. This man had
nothing to offer anyone but the use of the skills he’d been taught as he trained
to become a SEAL. So, he used those skills and saved innocents in the hope
that one day he might be able to balance the scales.

A task he knew was impossible.

“Hey.”

A small hand rested on his forearm, and when he looked down at it, he
realized just how small it was. Delicate. Fragile. Much too easily broken.

“What are you doing here?” he growled as he turned to face Lacey.

Her smile faltered, her hand dropped, and she took a small step backward.

Obviously, not the reception she’d been expecting.

Ben bet the sassy, flirty little sweetheart was used to men falling at her
feet.

But he was immune to her charms.

Curiosity filled her pretty brown eyes, which up close he could see had
the occasional speck of green, not quite making them hazel but enough to
make them unique. They were framed by almost impossibly long lashes,
which if he couldn’t see she wasn’t wearing a lick of makeup he would have
thought were fake. Her lips were pink and pouty, the kind that practically



begged to be kissed. She was a tiny little thing, maybe five foot two, but she
had some cute curves, and while not huge, her breasts were the perfect
handful. And ...

Why was he even thinking this?

He never worried about what a woman looked like.

No need to when you didn’t intend to do anything with them.

“You left without saying goodbye,” Lacey said, a thread of hurt in her
tone.

That hurt affected him in a way he absolutely didn’t like, so Ben
hardened his expression.

Instead of making her turn away, her expression softened like she read
something in him that he didn’t want her to see.

Desperate to get rid of her before he did something stupid, he went to his
go-to. Anger. “Why would I say goodbye? The job was finished, no need to
hang around.”

Her flinch was almost imperceptible, but she didn’t back down, and he
grudgingly respected that.

“You saved my life and don’t even want to know my name?” When she
asked the question there was no heat to her words, no anger, just curiosity.

There was no way in hell he was going to tell her that he’d actually asked
which sister she was and how she was doing after becoming hypothermic in
the ocean.

Better she didn’t know that. Ben had a feeling if she did, she’d use it as
ammunition.

“No need to know it.”

Understanding filled her eyes instead of the pain he’d been expecting.
“Sometimes it hurts too much doesn’t it? To know the names of victims or
potential victims. Eats at you. The ones you can’t save, and the ones you do
because you know their journey is far from over. Their open wounds will
take a long time to scar.”

Those words resonated with him with their accuracy.

It did hurt too much to assign a person to each of the nameless faces that
passed through his life. To hold on to what sanity he had left, he had to keep
them nameless. Couldn’t think of them as human beings. If he spent too long
dwelling on their suffering, he wouldn’t be able to function.

Because his emotions were bubbling too close to the surface, he kept his
tone harsh. Hard, cold, emotionless, that was how his team, the few friends



he had left, and his family saw him these days.

It hurt to know he was hurting them by shutting down, shutting them out,
but this was about survival.

His survival.

“Are you here for a reason?” he snapped. There was no need for her to be
here in the parking lot of the military base. He and his team had done a quick
debrief after dropping off Artemis team and leaving them to handle getting
the three girls to the hospital and the six young men to jail. Now he was
supposed to be heading to his cramped one-bedroom apartment, instead, he
had been ambushed by the tiny warrior.

Again, when he’d expected her to lash back out or tuck her tail, turn and
run, the woman surprised him by laughing. A sweet, free sound, like the song
of a bird. It grated on his nerves because it reminded him of a time when his
life had been filled with such laughter.

“I’m Lacey.” She held out her hand, cocked her head, and arched a brow,
silently asking if he was going to be rude enough to refuse to shake her hand.

Little did she know he could indeed be that petty.

Anything when it came to protecting himself.

Something drew him to her and compelled him to reach out and take her
hand. He hated it and in deference to the compulsion gave it one hard shake
before dropping it like it burned.

In a way it did.

For three years he had lived free of any attraction to a woman, pain and
guilt overriding anything else.

Was it this woman or simply the passage of time that cursed him into
feeling again?

If his brisk handshake bothered her, she didn’t let on. Like she had every
other time she simply smiled at his rude attitude. “In answer to your
questions, yes, I have a reason for stopping by. I came to see you.”

“Me? Why?” he asked suspiciously. Ben did not like the idea of this
beautiful woman tracking him down. That felt way too much like forging a
connection with someone when the only connections he allowed were to his
team and his family.

“Days like today, they take a toll. Sometimes you need to find a way to
decompress,” Lacey said.

Decompress?

Was that a euphemism for what he thought it was?



“I thought maybe since you saved my life today, you’d let me take you
out for a really late dinner?”

“Dinner? Just dinner?”

There was no blush, no embarrassment, no hesitation. She knew she
wasn’t doing anything wrong in embracing her sexuality. In a way it was
refreshing. A woman had every bit as much right to have sex with whomever,
whenever she wanted. In another way it made him want to throw up.

Sex.

He didn’t do sex.

Ever.

“If that’s all that happens absolutely, if something more comes of the
night, I wouldn’t say no.” Her smile was an intoxicating mix of sexy siren
and sweet sunflower. It was hard to resist, and yet, the idea of having sex
with anyone—even this gorgeous woman—Ieft him feeling ice cold.

It would be a betrayal.

A betrayal of the only woman he would ever love.

The woman he had failed.

That his body stirred at the idea of being in bed with this confusing
conundrum of a woman made him feel like he had failed Jemima all over
again.

“I don’t sleep with women I don’t know,” he sneered, regretting his harsh
tone the second the words came out of his mouth.

For a moment it was like the lights went out inside Lacey’s soul.

The bright, bubbly, confident, vibrant woman who had thrown herself
into the ocean in the middle of a storm to try to rescue a young woman with
no thought for her own safety, who had come out here specifically to thank
him disappeared.

Just like that.

Gone.

Desolation replaced that light.

A darkness that rivaled the one that lived inside him.

Then like she flicked a switch, her smile was back in place, the lights
back on, although he felt a distance between them that hadn’t been there
before. Which was stupid since what he’d said was true. They didn’t know
each other.

“No worries. Sorry to have bothered you. I hope you know how grateful I
am for what you did today. Job or not, you saved my life, and more



importantly, you saved Carmela’s life. You made a difference in the universe
today.” Standing on tiptoes, she touched a kiss to his cheek then turned and
walked away.

Leaving him staring after her because, yep, he watched her leave.

There was an ache in his chest as he did.

Lacey Smith was nothing to him, and yet somehow, he felt that tonight he
had failed her, he just had no idea how.



CHAPTER THREE

August 2"
11:49 P.M.

SHE FELT COLD TONIGHT.

It had nothing to do with her dip in the ocean earlier. By the time they’d
reached the shore Lacey had warmed up enough to ditch the blankets and tea
and find some dry clothes to put on.

Between the warm summer evening and the throng of people dancing and
making out inside the bar, she shouldn’t be cold. But this cold wasn’t due to
nature, it was inside.

Deep inside in a place she pretended didn’t exist.

She’d always hoped that if you painted something in enough bright colors
you could eradicate the black beneath it.

But you couldn’t.

No matter how many layers you put on that black it was still there, ready
to show through when anyone scraped away some of the color.

Like Ben had done to her earlier.

It wasn’t that he’d turned her down for sex, that was his right, and while it
didn’t happen very often, he wasn’t the first man not to be interested in
sleeping with her. It was the way he’d gone about it.

He’d wanted to hurt her.

Wanted to lash out.

Lacey wasn’t stupid, it was pretty obvious that the man was dealing with



some sort of heavy trauma. She knew it because she carried that same burden.
But just because you were hurting didn’t mean it was okay to lash out and
hurt others.

You never truly knew what someone else was dealing with.

Even a smile could hide a whole load of pain.

Ben didn’t know it, but he’d scratched away several layers of her colorful
paint today by making her feel like a cheap hooker.

So, she liked sex, so what?

If she was a man, nobody would try to make her out to be a whore, but
because she was a woman and wasn’t looking for a commitment that
somehow made her less.

It sucked, big time. Because she liked sex, liked that it let her control her
own body’s release rather than having that control snatched away from her.

Wasn’t like she was asking Ben for a commitment and a marriage
proposal. One night of fun, dinner, maybe some dancing, and a few hours
burning up the sheets. It would have worked off the stress of the mission,
made them both feel good, and then they could have gone their separate ways
in the morning.

If that wasn’t what he wanted he could have just let her take him for
dinner to say thank you. Or just said no but said it in a nice way. There was
no reason to make her feel like a piece of garbage. She’d felt like that enough
for a hundred lifetimes.

Instead of going to sleep tonight satisfied and held in the arms of a strong,
capable man, she’d go to sleep alone. Again.

Just because she wasn’t looking for what Ivory had found with Roman or
Pearl had found with Jesse, it didn’t mean she didn’t get lonely sometimes.

Oh well.

No sense in dwelling on it.

She’d paint that color back on one smile, one laugh at a time until the
black was all covered over again.

“Hey, beautiful.”

The words pulled her out of her funk, and Lacey smiled at the man
standing beside her table.

After leaving the base completely humiliated, she decided to stop by her
favorite club. It was late, the place was packed, the music was playing, and
she was starving. Needing some space, she’d kept her gaze on her food so no
one approached her, but this guy had come up to her anyway.



“Hey,” she said, attempting to shoot him a flirty smile but pretty sure she
failed quite dismally.

“May I?” he asked as he nodded at the chair beside her.

“Sure.” Why not? If she wasn’t good enough for Ben, then this guy was
obviously happy to step in.

“Looks like you’ve had a hard day, darlin’.”

Lacey sighed, a deep sound that seemed to emanate from her soul. “Yeah,
it was.”

“I know how that goes.” When he reached out and placed a hand over
hers, she didn’t bother to shrug it off.

The touch was nice.

It made her feel connected.

Sometimes, she felt just like she had today in the ocean. All alone in a
vast empty world being buffeted from every angle, knocked down over and
over again. No matter how hard you fought it felt like you were stuck in the
same place not moving anywhere.

Was it really such a bad thing that she looked for moments of joy where
she could find them? And if that way of finding them was by having sex, so
what?

She wasn’t doing anything wrong.

“You had a bad day, too?” she asked.

Weariness filled the man’s green-blue eyes, and she knew exactly how he
felt. Bone-deep exhaustion that clung to you like a bad smell you couldn’t get
rid of.

Problem was, you were the bad smell so there was no escaping yourself.

“You could say that. It’s brightened up a little now though.”

At his smile, she couldn’t help but smile back. The guy seemed nice, and
he was what she was usually attracted to. Big, strong, and muscled, she liked
to feel protected by a lover. Oftentimes she went for military, SEALs, Delta,
or Green Berets. It didn’t matter to her, they were just the kind of man she
understood. When it wasn’t a military man, chances were she’d wind up with
a cop or a firefighter. It was like she had an internal radar for that protector
persona.

“You’re a sweet talker, aren’t you?” she teased. “Cop?”

Surprise flitted across his expression. “How’d you know?”

“Lucky guess.”

“Guess we were both lucky tonight then because mine certainly changed



when I saw you.”

“You keep saying that and we will both be getting lucky tonight,” she
said with a laugh.

The man laughed along with her. “I’m Trent.”

“Lacey.”

“What do you do, Lacey?”

While her job wasn’t a secret, and since the guy was in law enforcement
he likely knew all about Prey, she didn’t want to think about work right now.
“On a good day I try to stay sane,” she admitted, telling a one-night stand
more than she probably should.

“Job the cause of the bad day?”

“Yep. Yours wasn’t?”

“Got dumped. My fiancée was cheating on me with three other guys
apparently. None of us knew about the others. Turns out she’s decided to try
being single.”

“Ouch.” Lacey winced in sympathy.

“Thought I’d come here, find something to do to take my mind off her.”

“Something or someone?” she asked. Wouldn’t be the first time she’d
been used as a distraction. Hell, sex for her was the distraction, her coping
mechanism of choice, so she could hardly be angry about it.

“Well, I didn’t expect to meet someone as stunning as you.” He gave her
an appreciative once over, and she knew she looked good in the simple pale
pink halter-neck dress she’d chosen. It highlighted her slim curves without
giving too much away. “So do you want to take this somewhere a little more
private?”

“I’d love to.”

Trent held out his hand, and she reached out and took it, but the second
his fingers closed around hers an image of Ben filled her mind.

It shouldn’t, she hadn’t been interested in anything with him other than a
fun, hot night, and perhaps friendship, but his rebuff had hurt more than it
should. There was nothing between them, and she didn’t want there to be,
and yet somehow, she couldn’t seem to get him out of her head.

“Uh, Trent,” she said, tugging her hand free.

“Change your mind, gorgeous?”

This never happened to her.

When she went looking for a good time she never backed out. Why
would she? It was what she wanted.



But tonight ...

Tonight, she didn’t think she could go through with it.

“I’m sorry. I’m not a tease I swear. I wanted this. It’s why I came here
tonight, but I ...”

“The reason for the bad day a guy?”

“Yes, but not in the way you think. I don’t cheat. I’'m single, and I don’t
even know this guy. But ...”

“You don’t have to explain, beautiful. A real man knows that a woman
can change her mind. It’s no big deal.”

“Raincheck maybe? Next time we’re both here if neither one of us is
seeing someone I’d love to spend the night with you.”

“Deal.” Trent grinned and dropped a kiss to her cheek before releasing
her hand and disappearing into the crowd.

Tears stung her eyes as she watched him go.

Damn, Ben for doing this to her.

If he didn’t want her, fine, but he didn’t have to make her feel bad about
herself. Now, all she felt was shame for using sex as a way to cope with the
horrors of her past.

Dirty, stained, ruined inside.

Lacey knew tomorrow she’d have to pull herself back together, but
tonight, she was going to give herself permission to remember that no matter
how hard she tried or how much color she added to her world, the black was
still there and always would be.

AvucusTt 3RP
10:16 A.M.

THis CERTAINLY WASN’T the first night Ben had gone without sleep. Guilt,
grief, anger, loss, and nightmares were all the major contenders for his lack
of meaningful rest, but none of them were the reason for last night’s
restlessness.

The honor for that rested on the head of a stunning brunette.

All night he’d felt ... wrong ... about the way they’d ended things last



night.

He had no reason to. He didn’t have to take her up on her offer of dinner
and sex. But he’d been rude, purposefully hurtful and he did regret that.

Just because he had to shut down his emotions to survive, didn’t mean he
went out of his way to be mean to people. Usually, he just kept contact to an
absolute minimum. But last night he had punished Lacey because his body
had responded to hers.

Not her fault, and yet he’d made her pay for it.

That felt wrong and completely unfair, but he could do nothing about it
now.

No way was he going to track her down to apologize. It would have been
the right thing to do, but he didn’t want to see her again.

Next time he might do something stupid.

Like take her up on her offer.

Although he was sure after his harsh dismissal it had been taken off the
table.

“Rabbit.”

At the sound of that ridiculous nickname that he’d hated ever since he’d
been given it—although he had beat up the first person that tried to use
bunny, at least rabbit was marginally better—he stopped running. Since he’d
been wired with energy that he was determined to call anxious energy but
which anyone else would likely claim as sexual energy, he’d been running
laps on the beach since he and his team finished their morning PT.

Ben had no idea how much time had passed, but he was drenched in
sweat, and the muscles in his legs felt like Jell-O, so he guessed he’d been
running for a couple of hours at least. Running on the sand was always his
go-to when he needed to clear his mind. The slip and slide of the sand was
the perfect workout to make you forget about everything else.

For a little while at least.

“What’s up?” he asked as his commanding officer and another man
crossed the sand toward him. As he drank from his water bottle, Ben realized
the other man was familiar. Tall, dark hair, blue eyes, and carried himself
with a confidence that he recognized. Whoever the man was he was a former
SEAL, Ben would bet anything on that.

“Rabbit, this is—”

“Eagle Oswald,” he cut off his CO when it clicked. The man was an utter
legend in military circles. A former SEAL who had been raised off-the-grid



until he was eighteen and enlisted. After his team was betrayed and he was
medically discharged after losing part of his leg, he started the world-
renowned Prey Security with the billions he and his five siblings had
inherited upon their parents’ murders.

There wasn’t a single person in the special ops world who didn’t know
Eagle Oswald and his teams. Knowing that Lacey had been chosen to work
for Prey’s Artemis Team told him she was highly skilled as well as tough and
brave. All things he’d learned about her when he found her determinedly
towing the young woman through the storm toward the yacht.

Without attempting to hiding it, Eagle gave him an assessing once over.
Since he had no idea what the man was looking for, he could do nothing but
stand there and wait for the assessment to be over. Eagle had a decade on
Ben’s twenty-seven years, the man was happily married with a two-year-old
daughter, Luna, and his wife Olivia was four months pregnant with their
second child.

After what seemed like a solid minute of silence, Eagle nodded. “He’ll do
perfectly.”

“Perfectly for what?” Ben asked, somewhat suspiciously. Why was Eagle
here? And with his CO? What exactly was going on?

Lacey wouldn’t have said anything about last night, would she?

No.

He couldn’t see that.

And even if she had, it wasn’t like he had done anything wrong. There
was nothing Eagle could be angry with him about except maybe the way he’d
talked to one of his employees.

But there was no way a man like Eagle, who ran a multi-billion dollar a
year company that provided security for wealthy clients as well as doing
black ops missions for the government, would waste time coming to talk to
him about his tone of voice.

“A job,” Eagle replied.

“What do you mean?” Ben already had a job. It wasn’t like he could just
walk away from his team. Sure, they were supposed to take some scheduled
downtime, something he hadn’t been looking forward to. Without his work,
he had too much time to think—to feel—but that didn’t mean he was looking
to go and work for Prey.

“Eagle has a special assignment he needs you for,” his CO informed him.

“I don’t understand.” Truth was, he wasn’t sure he wanted to understand.



After last night with Lacey, he wanted to give all of Prey a wide berth for a
while. It was inevitable that sooner or later his team would wind up working
alongside them, but he was hoping it wouldn’t be for a good few months. Or
longer.

“I need someone to go undercover with one of my operatives,” Eagle
said. “It’s a short-term assignment. It shouldn’t take more than a few days, a
week or two at the most. We’ll have you back with your team before they go
back in the rotation.”

Ben couldn’t deny he was vaguely interested.

Working with Prey again so soon wasn’t ideal, but he was pretty
desperate not to spend the next couple of weeks with nothing to do but hang
around his tiny apartment with too much time for thinking.

“What does this involve exactly?” It was one thing to want an excuse not
to take time off, but it was quite another to go blindly walking into a mission
he knew nothing about.

“We’ve been after a man known to have bought young girls several times.
Each time we get close he slips through our fingers,” Eagle explained. “We
got wind of an auction at a remote estate in England. We believe he might be
there. Even if it turns out our intel is wrong, we can take down a huge
number of buyers and sellers. So, are you in?”

What kind of question was that?

A chance to help take down several traffickers?

Hell, yeah.

“I’m in,” he said.

“Good. When I heard what you did last night, jumping into the ocean in
the middle of a storm to go after Lacey and that girl, I knew you were who
I’d been looking for. My other teams are all off on missions or otherwise
occupied, and I think you’re a good match.”

“A good match for what?” Or who?

“Your partner,” Eagle replied.

If Eagle knew enough about him to be here, then it went without saying
that the man knew about his past and how it had affected him. It was no
secret that while he worked well with his team, he was hard to get along with.
Whatever was asked of him he’d do, but he couldn’t promise that whoever he
was going to be working with would enjoy spending time with him.

“Who will I be working with and what’s the cover story?” As a SEAL, he
didn’t do much undercover work. Sometimes, he and his team needed to be



able to blend into their surroundings but never full-on undercover work.

“Cover story is that you and your wife are looking to purchase several
young girls to start an upscale brothel,” Eagle replied.

Wife.

The word exploded through him with a ferocity that about tore his breath
right out of his lungs.

It had been so long since anyone had used that word in conjunction with
him.

Too many emotions crashed into him too close together, and he felt like
he was back out in that storm being tossed around like he had been in those
waves.

The storm.

Lacey.

Something soured in his gut. “Who’s my partner?” he asked, fearing he
already knew the answer.

“I think you know her,” Eagle said.

That was what he was afraid of.

The universe wouldn’t do that to him, would it?

Punishment for the way he’d behaved, punishment for his failures, and
punishment for pushing everyone away in the aftermath.

“Lacey is going to be playing your wife,” Eagle said the words Ben had
been dreading hearing.

No.

Not possible.

In the three long years since his wife had been murdered, his body had
never responded to another woman’s.

Until now.

Until her.

Until Lacey Smith with her bubbly personality he could see covered pain
she didn’t want anyone to know about.

There was no way in hell he could play her husband and walk away from
this mission unscathed.



CHAPTER FOUR

August 3™
2:32 P.M.

“I sweAR this baby gets cuter every time I see her,” Lacey gushed as she
bounced one-year-old Indigo Voss on her knee. Making neighing sounds like
a horse made the baby giggle in delight, and she swore every time she played
with one of the SEALs’ kids she just wanted to run out and have a bunch
herself.

“Sure, she’s cute now,” Faith Voss said, “but when it gets to around six
o’clock tonight, and she’s covered in dinner, cranky, and not wanting a bath,
she’s substantially less adorable.”

Lacey merely laughed. “You love every second of being a mom and don’t
even try to tell me otherwise.”

Faith gave her daughter an indulgent smile. “Okay, she’s got me and her
daddy wrapped around her little finger.”

“You ever think about having more?” Ivory asked.

If anyone had asked Lacey this time last year if she or any of her sisters
would ever consider having kids, she would have given a resounding no. But
now Ivory and Roman were engaged, and Pearl and Jesse were married, and
maybe she would wind up with a couple of nieces and nephews.

“Charlie and I did, but we decided one is enough for us. Indigo’s
pregnancy didn’t go smoothly, and I don’t think either of us wants to risk it
again. Besides, we think we got things pretty perfect the first time.” Faith



reached out a hand and smoothed her palm over the silky blonde hair on
Indigo’s head. The baby caught her mom’s hand and stuck a finger in her
mouth, making Faith laugh.

“She is pretty perfect,” Lacey agreed.

“Gimme my kid,” Charlie “King” Voss said as he and the other guys
entered the conference room. The man swung his daughter up into his arms
and lifted her above his head, making Indy squeal in delight.

Was there any better sound than a baby’s laugh?

She was pretty sure there was not.

“You guys have the most beautiful, smart, amazing kiddies,” she said,
only a touch of wistfulness in her tone. “I don’t know how you’re all going to
survive the teenage years.”

“I don’t even want to think about it yet,” Ryder “Spider” Flynn groaned.
He and his wife, Abigail, had a spunky six-year-old son, RJ, who was already
determined he was going to be a SEAL when he grew up, and a four-year-old
daughter, Talia, who worshipped the ground her big brother walked on.

“At least you have a boy and a girl, I have two girls,” Logan “Shark” Kirk
grumbled. The man had gotten his name because of his size and dead, empty
eyes. Meeting his now wife Claire and falling in love, then becoming a father
to the most adorable set of twins, Mia and Maya, had softened him
considerably.

“Your girls are going to have every guy in the neighborhood sniffing
around,” Opal teased Shark, making him look faint.

“I will shoot any boy who tries to touch my girls,” Shark vowed,
sounding so serious they all laughed. “Don’t know what you’re laughing at,
you have a girl too,” Shark told Eric “Night” McNamara. “And so do you,”
he added, looking at the leader of their team, Owen “Fox” LeGrand.

Night grimaced. “Anastasia isn’t dating till she’s thirty.” As well as his
six-year-old daughter, Night and his wife, Lavender, also had a four-year-old
son, Christian.

“Ditto for Sally,” Fox added. Fox and his wife, Evie, also had a son, five-
year-old, Sullivan.

“So, the boys are all allowed to date?” Pearl asked. “Cos that’s way
sexist.”

“Agreed,” Lacey said, knowing these guys weren’t sexist, just protective
of their baby girls. Same way they were protective of her and her sisters. It
was just their alpha male way, but it was fun to tease them about it.



Grayson “Chaos” Simpson snickered. “Yeah, you guys are sexist.”

“Hey, just because you and Juliet only have boys, doesn’t mean they’re
not going to give you a headache,” Night said.

Two-year-old Blake was a prankster just like his daddy, and she had no
doubt that when their second son arrived in a few months he would stick with
family tradition and love practical jokes.

“I don’t know how Juliet puts up with you,” Spider said with a roll of his
eyes. While some of Chaos’s jokes were funny, some could be downright
annoying.

“Aww, I think he’s cute.” Faith gave Grayson’s dark blond locks a ruffle,
making her husband growl. “But not as cute as my man,” she added quickly,
hiding a laugh behind a cough.

“Better,” King grumbled, but his gray-blue eyes twinkled.

“As much as we all love talking about our kids, we have a mission to
discuss,” Fox announced.

“My cue to leave.” Faith took Indigo from King, who wrapped an arm
around her waist and pulled her in so he could kiss her before touching a kiss
to his daughter’s forehead.

Once Faith and Indigo had waved goodbye and disappeared, Fox’s face
grew serious, and Lacey straightened in her chair.

Something was going on.

She had no idea what and given that she had gotten no sleep last night,
plus no release for all the emotions threatening to overwhelm her, she was
already stretched taut.

Bad news was the last thing she needed right now.

“What’s going on?” Opal asked. Of the four of them, Opal was the
“mother” of the group even though she was only a year older than Lacey and
Pearl, and two years older than Ivory. Pearl was—or had been as she was
getting better—the angry one. Ivory was the sweet one, and she was the
bubbly, flirty one.

At least on the outside.

Right now, she definitely needed a bit of mothering. Too bad she didn’t
have a real mother to fuss over her, although her sisters did a pretty good job.

“Raven and Olivia found intel,” Fox started slowly.

“On?” Pearl prompted, the least patient of the four of them.

“On The Master.”

At Fox’s words, Lacey felt herself and her sisters freeze.



The Master was the bogeyman of all their nightmares. Twice in the last
year they’d come so close to finally catching him, but he always managed to
slip away. In January, working the case where she’d met and fallen in love
with Roman, Ivory had come face to face with him only for him to shoot her
and a little girl her sister had been trying to rescue. Then a couple of months
later, Pearl, who had been shot in that same previous encounter, had been
captured and beaten by The Master, only for him to be gone by the time Jesse
and a Delta Team arrived to save her.

He wasn’t getting away again.

“Where?” she asked. She wanted him so badly it hurt. “Where is he?”

“According to intel, he’s going to be hitting up an auction at an estate in
England, looking for girls to replace the ones Pearl rescued,” Fox replied.

“I want in,” Lacey said immediately.

“Me too,” Ivory echoed.

“And me,” Pearl added.

“Me too,” Opal said, making it unanimous.

“I get it, I do. I remember how I felt when Evie was taken, how badly I
wanted to be the one to kill the man who hurt her. Even though I didn’t get to
be the one to take that kill shot, I’'m glad he’s dead. I know how much you
guys want The Master, but I can’t send you all in, you know that. As soon as
he sees you all he’ll know it’s a setup. He’ll tell everyone you’re undercover
and you’ll all get yourselves killed. Or worse.”

Unfortunately, they were all well acquainted with the or worse side of
life.

Unfortunately, they also all knew Fox was right.

Only one of them could do this, and even that would be a big risk.

“Which one of us gets to go in after him?” Ivory asked.

Fox’s gaze moved over them one by one before settling on her. “Lacey.”

“Me?” Her eyes widened, not what she’d been expecting. Ivory was
usually the one who went undercover, although Pearl had a few months ago,
and she and Opal had done it before as well. “What’s my cover?”

“Married couple looking for young girls to buy to start an upscale
brothel,” Fox replied.

Lacey winced because human trafficking was so much more prevalent
than people realized, and that story could so easily be true. Then she asked
the obvious. “So, which of you handsome guys is playing my husband?”

“None of us,” Fox answered.



“Then who?”

“Benjamin Blanchett.”

Ben?

Her Ben?

The same Ben who had saved her from the storm only to harshly imply
she was a whore and he was too good to sleep with her?

Ben, who she hadn’t been able to stop thinking about and wasn’t sure if
she wanted another chance to convince him to give her one explosive night of
sex or to never see him again.

AucusT 4™
7:24 A.M.

BEN HAD no idea how he was going to do this.

The plane had taken off all of thirty minutes ago, meaning they still had
around ten hours in the air before landing in London. Then they were being
picked up and driven out to the estate, a four-hour drive.

That meant a total of fourteen hours minimum of traveling time with
Lacey. Then there was the time they’d be in the airport, not to mention when
they arrived at the remote manor, there would be no opportunity to get space
from the gorgeous brunette.

Once there, they would have to be completely in character. One slip
meant the end of both of their lives. While he had spent the last three years
since his wife’s murder praying for a death that was yet to come for him, he
wouldn’t risk Lacey’s life.

She was young and beautiful, had the world at her fingertips, and he
would do his job and make sure she was safe.

Her role was to play the flirty, sexy madam on the market for several
young girls. He was the remote, protective husband, not expected to say
much but stand by Lacey’s side and give off touch her and die vibes. The
success of this mission rested almost entirely on Lacey’s shoulders. He was
really just a glorified bodyguard.

How they were going to play out their roles he wasn’t one hundred



percent sure yet because he had been too much of a coward to go and speak
to her, and she was busy ignoring him, poring over paperwork instead.

Lacey acted like she didn’t even know him. Like they hadn’t met two
days ago when he threw himself into an angry ocean to save her life. Like she
hadn’t tracked him down with an offer of sex. Like he hadn’t hurt her by
implying she was some sort of unpaid whore.

There was no anger, no hostility, she showed no signs of the hurt he’d
seen that night. There was just ... nothing.

He’d expected ...

What, he wasn’t quite sure.

For her to throw herself at him again as soon as they were alone, break
him down with her continued pleas for sex so that when he finally gave in, he
had an air-tight excuse he could give himself?

It shamed him to say that part of him had thought she would ask again.
Be persistent. That he might eventually give in. If he did, he could assuage
his conscience by telling himself it wasn’t cheating on his wife because he’d
been pressured into it.

Pathetic.

Still, even as he knew he should go over there and say something to break
the ice, he didn’t. Didn’t even know what he would say or how to make
things okay between them. Turned out, if you stopped using your emotions
you forget how to use them.

“Hungry?” Lacey appeared before him and dropped a couple of cookies
and some potato chips on the table in front of his seat. “Sorry, all we have is
mostly snacks. Since Artemis Team usually use this plane, it’s mainly
stocked with our favorite junk food. The guys always complain when they
come with us, they like their healthy junk.” She gave a shudder as she
dropped into one of the plush leather seats on the other side of the table.

Even though Ben knew the guys she was talking about were the former
SEAL team who ran Prey’s West Coast offices, guys who were all happily
married with kids, he felt a small stab of something at the thought of her
having close relationships with any man even if that relationship wasn’t
sexual in nature.

Not that he wanted to have sex with Lacey.

His heart and his body still belonged to his wife. The woman he had
failed so horribly.

“Thought you were ignoring me,” he grumbled as he snatched up a white



chocolate chip and macadamia nut cookie. Probably not the smoothest thing
to do, but he didn’t understand how she could avoid him one minute and offer
him snacks the next.

Lacey shrugged. “Life’s too short to hold onto anger.”

If only it were that easy.

Some things you didn’t hold onto, they were just stuck to you with
superglue so you could never escape them.

Since he didn’t know what to say to that, Ben merely grunted.

“So,” she drew the word out, “we need to come up with a plan on how
we’re going to make us being husband and wife in any way believable.”

That same ice spread through his veins at the word wife.

There was a time when that word had meant everything to him. Marrying
the woman of his dreams had been the happiest day of his life. Jemima had
been the opposite of Lacey. Tall and willowy, with blonde hair that brushed
her shoulders and huge baby-blue eyes. She’d been quiet and a little on the
shy side. A first-grade teacher who also babysat the children of one of their
neighbors most nights so the single mom could manage two jobs and college.

Some traits the two women shared; they were both kind, generous, and
warm like the sunshine. Both would give you the clothes off your back and
never hesitate to throw themselves in wholeheartedly to help someone in
need.

But Jemima had been his wife, they’d taken vows, and made plans for
their lives. Lacey was just a partner on a mission.

Hearing Lacey—a woman he was physically attracted to—mention being
his wife, even if it was just pretend, made his guilt surge until it was just
about suffocating. “Did you read my file?”

Looking taken aback, her brow furrowed. “Of course. I wanted to know
about how you operate in the field. What your strengths and weaknesses are
and how we can best complement one another.”

“Nothing else?”

Understanding filled her eyes. “I didn’t want to pry into your life, Ben.
You told me no, and despite what you might think of me, I take that
seriously. I just wanted to know what to expect working with you. Anything
else you want to tell me about yourself is completely up to you. Besides, I bet
you read a file on me, right?”

Although her words were accompanied by a teasing smile, shame hit him
again.



Yeah, he’d read a file on her.

Only unlike Lacey, he hadn’t just read a report on her skills in the field.

Nope.

He’d read everything.

Knew she had been abducted as an infant after losing most of her family
in a house fire and been put in the system. That she and her sisters had been
rescued by Prey about six years ago. That during the years they’d spent with
a man known only as The Master, they’d been horribly tortured and trained in
all manner of self-defense and ways to kill. That twice in the last year, The
Master had slipped through their fingers.

Ben knew this case was personal for Lacey, but Eagle had assured him it
would not mess with her ability to do her job and since the man was who he
was, Ben had no reason to distrust his evaluation.

Since he’d taken the opportunity to read up on everything there was to
know about the woman, he found it hard to believe she hadn’t done the same.

“You really only read about my job?” he asked.

“I trust Eagle with my life. If you weren’t capable, you wouldn’t be here.
I just wanted to learn some details to know how we’d mesh.” Lacey sighed
and set down the cookie she’d been nibbling on. “If you have questions you
want to ask me then go ahead. I want you to trust me so ask me anything.”

Hell, yeah, he had questions.

None of which he wanted to ask on one of Prey’s private jets where they
might be monitored.

What had happened to her and how badly she had been scarred by it was
none of his business. So long as they could accomplish the goals of this
mission that was all he cared about.

“No questions.”

“None?” Lacey’s tone lifted in surprise. “You have to know we’re
specifically after The Master, although we’ll take whoever else we can in the
raid. You have to know what he did to me and my sisters, that this is
personal. After saving my life, are you sure you trust me to handle myself in
high-pressure situations?”

Ben growled. She’d handled herself better in that ocean than he’d thought
she would, and she thought he was holding it against her?

He didn’t like that idea.

“I trust you,” he grumbled.

Trusting Lacey wasn’t the problem. It was trusting himself.



For three years, he had been consumed with the anguish of losing his wife
under the most horrific circumstances and blaming himself. Nothing else had
mattered. He had barely functioned, and only in the sense of being the special
forces operator he’d trained to be.

Now this woman was bringing back to life another side of him.

Ben the man rather than just Ben the SEAL.

He didn’t like it. Jemima was dead, it was only fitting that he spend the
rest of his life nothing more than the shell of the man he’d once been.



CHAPTER FIVE
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ENGLAND WAS A BEAUTIFUL COUNTRY.

Too bad she couldn’t enjoy it.

Lacey was too strung out.

This case was everything she and her sisters had wanted from the moment
Prey rescued them. Knowing that the man who had hurt them so badly was
still out there had made adjusting to a world they knew nothing about that
much harder. They had never given up on hoping one day they might get a
chance to take him down.

To have that chance slip away twice already put more pressure on her and
this mission.

Which meant she should have her entire focus on it and not the silent man
sitting beside her.

Ben was a distraction she couldn’t afford.

Yet he was a distraction that wasn’t going anywhere.

Like she’d told him on the plane, life was too short to hold onto
negativity. Wasn’t always easy to let go of the things that hurt you, but the
only other alternative was to let them consume you.

Ben had definitely messed with her head and made her feel bad about
herself. But they had to make peace to work together, and it was more than
obvious if left to his own devices Ben would never have done anything,



choosing to let the tension between them continue to build.

Big picture.

Putting up with the fact that Ben didn’t like her was a small price to pay
to finally get a chance to destroy the man who had come perilously close to
destroying her.

Some days closer than others.

The private car that had picked them up from the airport began to slow,
and she focused herself, slipping into character. Prey managed several
identities they could use with detailed and regularly updated backgrounds,
and the ones that had been chosen for her and Ben were perfect. Diana
Harper was a flirty, bubbly socialite with a darker side she kept hidden, a role
Lacey could play with ease. Her husband, Drake, was a powerful
businessman with ruthlessness and willingness to do anything to make money
that lent authenticity to their story.

As far as she was concerned, the only thing that might mess this up was
Ben’s reactions to her. It was clear he didn’t like her, but he was going to
have to find a way to put that aside and accept that he was supposed to be her
devoted, protective husband. Since he wasn’t used to undercover work like
this, she prayed he could pull it off.

They’d been in character since they got off the plane. They’d been met by
two men sent to pick them up and endured both a search of their luggage and
their bodies. Thankfully, it wasn’t a strip search and just a pat down because
from the way Ben had glowered at the two men as they ran their hands—very
dispassionately—over her body, he’d been giving off I’ll rip you to pieces
vibes. Maybe she shouldn’t be worried about his acting abilities.

He could pull this off, they both could.

They had to.

Anything less wasn’t acceptable.

The Master wasn’t getting away again.

Whatever it took, she was going to make sure that he met with the fate he
deserved.

Once they’d entered the car, Ben had pulled out a laptop and begun to
work. What exactly he was doing to make it look like he was working she
had no idea. Lacey had pulled out her cell phone, pretending she was chatting
with friends and flicking through her social media apps. Part of their cover
was social media, every detail that could be considered had been, Prey didn’t
do anything by half measures.



Now, she slipped her cell phone into her purse and leaned toward the
window. “Darling, are you seeing this? Look how beautiful the manor house
is,” she said as the driver pulled up to large wrought iron gates, giving them a
view of the mansion at the end of a long tree-lined driveway.

Although it was night, the sky was clear, and with the moonlight and
starlight, they could get a reasonable view of the house.

“This is what I was telling you I wanted. Some nice, quiet little spot
where we can build the most amazing manor house just like this. It will be
the absolute, most perfect place for us to start this new venture,” she gushed.
Pretending that she agreed with buying and selling people, using them against
their will made her feel sick inside, but it was for a good cause. Lacey just
had to keep reminding herself of that.

As though he somehow sensed how difficult this was for her despite the
bright smile on her lips, Ben closed his laptop and placed a large hand on her
thigh. Regardless of how important this mission was, by far the biggest of her
career, her body instantly responded. With all his pent-up, tightly controlled
emotions, Lacey just knew that if the two of them ever fell into bed together
it would be explosive.

“Whatever you want, you get. You know that, sweetheart.” The
endearment sounded a little stiff and forced, but she doubted anyone would
pick up on it.

“I’'m so excited for this venture, darling. I want something that’s mine.
I’m getting bored with just playing with my friends all day. I want to do
something.” Opening the window, she pushed her head out as they started
down the driveway and inhaled. “Smell that fresh air. The countryside is just
so beautiful. So peaceful. I want a place like this for myself this very
second.”

Ben chuckled indulgently. “Soon, sweetheart. You know I already have
my people looking for your dream property.”

Lacey pouted. “You know I absolutely loath being patient.”

“Try, sweetheart. I promise this is the first step. Once we secure some
merchandise then everything else will fall into place.”

“It better.” Adding a huff for good measure, she then threw her arms
around Ben’s neck. “Oh, thank you, darling, for letting me do this.”

His body had stiffened at her touch, but his voice remained in character.
“Anything for my queen, you know that.”

“You’re so good to me.” Leaning in so her lips were just above Ben’s ear



she added in a whisper, “Stop freaking out every time I touch you. We’re
supposed to be a happily married couple who are madly in love. Drake
Harper wouldn’t look like he was about to have his ... thing,” she cast a
glance at his lap, “cut off every time the wife he adores and pampers touches
him.”

Not wanting to give him the chance to respond, partly because there was
no retort he should give to that and partly because she was concerned that if
he did give a retort anyway, it would only be something that would make her
self-conscious, Lacey turned back to the window.

The two men in the front of the car got out, the passenger coming to open
her door, the driver to open Ben’s. Climbing out, she looked up at the large
manor house in awe. Not fake awe but real awe. The place was amazing. Red
brick, three stories, vines grew along the front of it, and since it was summer,
they were full of beautiful flowers in an array of bright pinks, yellows, and
purples. If you didn’t know the place was used to house and sell people on
the black market, this would be most people’s dream house.

“Darling, do you think they would sell this place? I mean, it’s absolutely
perfect. I love the brick, I love the vines, I love the grounds, it’s just so
beautiful. I’ve never lived in England before, but I’m sure I’d love it.”

“I don’t think the house is for sale, ma’am,” the driver said politely.

Lacey pouted. “But it’s so pretty. We can at least ask, can’t we, darling?”

“If you want it, I’'ll make it happen,” Ben replied.

“Sir, the house isn’t—"

“If my wife wants it, I'm sure I can present an offer that would be
acceptable.” The glare Ben gave the two men was enough to make them
cringe, and she was sure they had seen and heard a lot in their line of work.

“Oh, thank you, darling.” Lacey turned and threw herself into Ben’s arms
trusting that he would catch her.

He did. His strong arms curled around her waist supporting her weight as
she wrapped her legs around his hips and arms entwined around his neck.
When she planted a kiss directly on his mouth, she felt his body go cold like
she had doused him in ice water.

Was she really that repulsive to him?

Was touching her really so awful?

Despite her determination not to let anything this man said or did mess
with her head, Lacey felt her own body respond by growing cold.

Then like somebody had flipped a switch she hadn’t even known existed,



heat suddenly sparked inside Ben. One of his hands moved to claim her
backside, kneading it despite their audience, and he took control of the kiss,
turning it from a mere show to something that felt far too real.

This man was the most confusing one she had ever met, and she hated
that she wanted so much more with him than one kiss.

* % %
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His mind screamed the word at him, yet Ben felt powerless to end the kiss
with Lacey.

It felt so different from his kisses with Jemima. Those had been soft and
sweet, full of emotion. This was raw and sensual, full of power.

The kind of power that could consume you if you let it.

He’d loved his wife, he really had, and would have done anything for her.
When he’d pledged his life to her in front of their family and friends, he had
wanted to give her the world. A nice home, stability, security, and a family of
their own.

But there had always been something lacking.

Passion.

Their young, innocent love had grown into something that could have
lasted a lifetime if fate hadn’t intervened so cruelly, but there had been no
spark.

At the time Ben hadn’t cared, the relationship had been comfortable, and
he’d known that Jemima was the kind of woman he would never have to
worry about cheating on him when he was away for long months at a time
with his team. At the back of his mind, he’d always worried though. About
the effect that his job would have on her. On them.

Could Jemima truly handle being a SEAL wife?

He’d been twenty-four when she was murdered, he’d been with the
SEALSs only six months. There had been a couple of deployments in that
time, and Jemima seemed to cope, but he’d seen the toll it was taking on her,



having to keep up a front so he didn’t worry during their video calls.

What would have happened to them after several years if a few months
had already started to take their toll on his wife?

Guilt that he was having doubts about the wife he had loved while kissing
another woman stole any fire the kiss had ignited inside him.

Ben very well might have ruined their cover before they even really
started this mission by throwing Lacey as far away from him as he could, but
before he could react someone cleared their throat.

“Oh, sorry. Forgot we had an audience.” Lacey gave a delightfully
adorable giggle as she released her hold on him, and he set her on her feet.

Knowing she must have felt him stiffen again just before they ended their
kiss, he half expected her to move away from him. Instead, she moved into
him, taking one of his hands and lacing their fingers together as she tucked
herself into his side and rested her cheek against his chest.

“Sometimes we get a little carried away.” Another little giggle, and he
knew she had everyone in the vicinity eating out of the palm of her hand. She
was good at this. As if he needed another reason to respect this woman.

“Totally understandable. Your husband is breathtaking,” the woman said.
Amelia Kutcher was herself a breathtaking woman. Delicate features, long,
silky dark blond hair, large crystal blue eyes, she was slim and dressed in a
simple white skirt suit. Pearls adorned the slender column of her neck, and
diamonds sparkled in her ears and on her fingers.

“He is, but I don’t share.” Lacey winked and then giggled again before
walking toward the other woman, holding her hand out. “Thank you so much
for having us, we’re so excited to be here. Well, I am. He just tags along on
anything that makes me happy.” More sweet giggling and Amelia was
smiling when she shook Lacey’s hand.

“It is a pleasure to have such a lovely couple attending our auction,”
Amelia said.

“We’re hoping the merchandise is to our liking,” Lacey said. Like magic
her voice took on a darker quality. She was a thing to behold, playing her role
to perfection. She was an enigmatic mixture of sweet and dark, someone who
could believably have come to purchase people, and yet someone no one
would ever suspect of having an evil side.

“As I am sure you are aware, anything you are unable to find in our
catalog you’ll be able to special order. Of course, that is substantially more
expensive,” Amelia added.



“Oh, money isn’t a concern.” Lacey waved her hand dismissively.

Even though he knew his role was just to play Diana Harper’s quiet, cold,
protective husband, he felt like he wasn’t pulling his own weight. He didn’t
have to do much but observe and keep Lacey safe, and it didn’t feel like
enough when she was going all out with her part.

“My husband loves to make me happy, and I’ve made my mind up,”
Lacey said firmly.

“Well, the auction is the day after tomorrow. The catalogs will be
available tomorrow, and we have people you can talk to if you need to put in
a special request. So you are aware, there are cameras in all common areas
for everybody’s protection, but the bedrooms are all private areas, so you two
are free to enjoy yourselves,” Amelia told them.

“Oh, we’ll be enjoying ourselves.” Lacey moved back to his side and ran
a hand across his abs.

“I don’t doubt it. If I had a man like him, I doubt I’d ever leave the
bedroom.” Amelia gave a wistful sigh. The woman looked so demure and put
together that you would never suspect she was involved in such an evil
business.

“It is hard.” Lacey giggled again then touched a kiss to his jaw.

“Anything else we need to know?” he asked, voice hard. He could not
spend another second with prying eyes watching him, expecting him to be an
attentive, devoted husband to a woman who stirred up feelings he had no
interest in. It would be much easier if his damn body would stop betraying
him and reacting to this sassy woman.

“I think that’s it. An information folder is in your room that should
answer any questions you have. If there’s something you need to know that
isn’t in the folder, feel free to give me a call. There’s a phone in your room,
dial 001 to be connected directly to me. I am here to be available for anything
you need for the duration of your stay,” Amelia told them.

“We appreciate it, and we’ll definitely call if we need anything,” Lacey
said.

“We want your stay here to be enjoyable so don’t hesitate to let us know
if there’s anything we can do to make it better. Meal times are listed in the
brochure. If you have a special request let the kitchen staff know. And you
can make full use of all the facilities here. Pool, spa, gym, it’s all here for
your enjoyment. Would you like to be shown to your room?”

“We can find our own way,” he growled, needing to get to the privacy of



the room as quickly as possible.

“My husband is a bit of a grump. I apologize for his surly manner, but
yes, we can find our own way,” Lacey said, smoothing things over.

“Of course. You are in room 204. Up the stairs and to your right, at the
beginning of the first hallway,” Amelia informed them.

Taking Lacey’s hand only because he had to for appearance’s sake, in his
other Ben grabbed their bags and took off inside.

“Thank you for having us,” Lacey called over her shoulder as she allowed
him to tow her along behind him.

Once they reached their room, he threw open the door, tugged her inside,
then closed and locked it behind them.

Finally.

Peace.

“That went well I think,” Lacey said as she breezed across the room
toward the giant four-poster bed.

The sight of her so close to a bed when his body was throbbing with three
years’ worth of pent-up sexual frustration was too much for him to handle
right now.

“Do not put your hands on me again,” he hissed.

Lacey spun around, eyes wide with surprise. “What do you mean? We’re
playing a husband and wife. You knew this would be part of it.”

“You don’t have to kiss me.”

“Ben, you know I do. Diana would kiss her husband. Drake would want
his wife to kiss him. If you can’t handle this, you better tell me now, and I’ll
get a message to Eagle telling him you need an exfil. I guess we could claim
Drake got sick and had to leave. It will look suspicious, but not enough that
they should call off the auction.”

That she was standing there so calmly when his body and emotions were
flying so totally out of control was the final tear in his control.

Stalking toward her, he didn’t stop until he was right 